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CHAPTER ONE



The shadows of the bars on her window stretched along the stained bedroom wall and Dalia knew that the hot, bright Italian sun was beginning to set.
Sweat clung to her thin black body, pooling in her armpits and at the small of her back, making the white vest stick to her skin.
She heard the occasional car outside the window, bass music vibrating the ground and seeming to shake the foundations of the house. Her prison. She had grown used to the sounds over the last few months. They had come to be both reassuring and frightening. She could picture the cars passing beneath on the bumpy road outside the second-story bedroom, but she never looked out of the pane-less window.
Seeing the cars disappear down the road reminded her that the drivers and their passengers enjoyed a freedom that she no longer did.
She pushed the thoughts from her mind. It was too painful.
The shadows began to fade as the sun sank behind the houses across the street, the room filling with a comforting orange glow.
This would be the night she saved herself. She had been planning it for the last few days. She knew she had no other choice. It was either now or never. She had to try to escape, try to reclaim her freedom.
She would be. She had lost everything. Her body ached as if she needed reminding of why she could not survive another night here.
They had taken everything from her. Her dignity. Her unborn child.
The evening grew dark and Dalia remained crouched against the wall beneath the window, her bare feet and buttocks pressed against the cooling concrete floor that was losing its heat now the sun had set, her shoulder blades aching from continued contact with the wall, but she made no effort to move or stand, or to cross the room and flick the light switch on.
She had once loved the sun set. It only reminded her now that day and night were both the same for her. There was no rest here, no respite from this life.
Darkness was no cloak to hide within and yet daylight brought no safety. As a child she had been taught to fear the night but what to do when the days were as bad. The sun was an orange moon. The sunrise did not burn away the fears of night. Black sunshine cast only shadows and brought fresh pain. Day. Night. It did not matter.
She was nothing here. Nobody. A body only when it suited them.
The strangers who drove past as she stood on the side of the highway, the polizia, anyone who could have helped her, they did not see her at all. They looked right through her.
She was invisible to those she wanted to see her, and visible only to those she did not.
Dalia had started to imagine that she was ceasing to exist.
Perhaps she was already gone. Vanished. She put a hand to her chest and felt her heart beating. She was still alive. Not everyone was so lucky. Her hand slid down to her stomach and she ached with loss.
Sounds drifted from the other rooms in the house and she closed her eyes, squeezing them tight, as if this would block out the voices, the moans, the cries, the laughter.
She focused on the thought that she would never have to listen to these noises again. Not after tonight.
Sandals slapping against bare feet came from the corridor outside. Girls bickering, the clinking of a dinner tray.
She did not understand the other girls. The ones who believed they would ever leave this place. The ones who laughed and tried to make the most of a bad situation. They could bargain and bicker all they liked but that would not get them out of here. Nobody was coming to save them. Did they not miss their freedom?
Dalia tuned out the chattering beyond the walls of her room.
She was not weak. She was no longer scared. For the first time since she had step foot in this house, Dalia had hope. It was invigorating.
She clung to it as if it were a lifeline. It was, she had no doubt. It was all that was keeping her going, stopping her from breaking.
She would get her freedom tonight.
Whatever it took.




CHAPTER TWO



Sunlight lit up the bedroom and Sade pulled the thin white sheets over her head, an attempt to shield her closed eyes from the harsh glare. It was no use. The insides of her eyelids shone red and made returning to sleep impossible.
Frustrated, Sade sat up and let the sheet fall from her body. She stretched, and saw her younger sister curled up beneath a mass of sheets on the bed beside her. She groaned, clambering out of bed, and slapped her sister lightly on the rear to wake her up.
Bunmi gave an indecipherable grunt and tunnelled deeper under the sheets. Sade rolled her eyes and pattered across the landing to the bathroom. Raised voices came from downstairs; not filled with anger, but with excitement, and no small measure of stress, no doubt induced by the time constraints of this special day.
As she pulled her pyjamas down and sat on the toilet, savouring the coolness of the seat on her bare skin, Sade knew that it was indeed a special day. A very special day for her older sister, as Mother had repeated every day for the last few months, but also for the whole family. Weddings always brought with them honour and pomp, and Sade knew that today’s proceedings would be no different.
Even at sixteen, she was only too aware that the focus was on her almost as much as on her older sister; after Adeleke had walked down the aisle this morning, it would be Sade that eyes would fall upon in expectation of the next family wedding. The thought made her shudder despite the heat in the small bathroom.
She flushed the toilet and checked her reflection in the small chipped mirror above the basinet. Her hair was sticking up at all kinds of angles and she could already feel her mother’s agitated but strong hands pulling a brush through it, trying to imbue it with some dignity. She rinsed her face with cold water, the pipes hissing as water coursed through them, and she heard the creak of the stairs. Her mother, no doubt having heard the pipes groaning into life, had come to check on them.
The door swung open and Mrs Babatunde’s large frame peered into the room, taking in her daughter’s semi-nakedness, before her eyes drifted up to the state of her hair. She looked aghast, shaking her head, as Sade turned off the faucet and looked down at the floor, almost ashamed of her hair, which she had no more control over than she did the winds or the sun or the rain.
“Mama –” Sade began, wanting to express her apologies for her flyaway hair.
“Shower and brush your teeth as quick as you can,” Mother said, swatting at a fly that had flown through the open bathroom door and now circled her blue gele, her headwrap, as if curious to discover her hair beneath it. “I’ll wake Bunmi; no doubt she’s still in bed. Be quick. Today is a very special day, after all.”
With that, Mother left the bathroom, closing the door behind her with a sharp click. Sade heard her mother calling for Bunmi, before the sounds were drowned out by the pipes going into overdrive as she turned the shower on.
She stood under the cool water and used her hands to scrub her skin, feeling the nighttime sweat that had accumulated on her black skin washing away down the plughole and waking her up. She paid special attention to her hair, pulling her fingers through the tangled curls.
When she’d scrubbed herself clean, she turned off the taps and towelled herself dry, feeling water pooling at her feet on the white tiled floor. The door opened and Bunmi was ushered into the room, still in her sweat-stained pyjamas, by Mother.
“Get yourself clean,” Mother was saying, herding her inside. “And do something with that frown. You can’t look so miserable on your sister’s happy day.”
Bunmi groaned as she stripped down and got into the shower. Mother looked at Sade’s hair, clearly still not impressed but at least less frustrated than before and pulled her out of the bathroom and into the girls’ bedroom, brandishing a brush.
Sade winced as Mother brushed her hair. A red mass of material, shining softly in the bright yellow dawn sunlight, had appeared on her bed.
“Is that my outfit?” Sade asked wearily.
Though Mother loved the pomposity of a big celebration, Sade knew that she would feel self-conscious and uncomfortable in such a lavish outfit. She would much rather spend the day in shorts and a t-shirt, but the thought of Mother’s reaction if she told her this was too much to contemplate.
“Yes,” Mother replied. “And no complaints,” she added, as if sensing where Sade’s thoughts had taken her. “This is your sister’s special day, and I want no trouble from you or Bunmi. The whole neighbourhood will be here. Remember that. Remember.”
“Yes, Mother,” Sade sighed.
It was going to be a long day.
Misreading the sigh, Mother spun Sade around to face her and clutched each side of her face with her clammy, meaty hands.
“Don’t worry,” she said, squeezing Sade’s cheek with her fingers. “After Adeleke is married, it will be your turn and we’ll find you a good husband and then this special day will be yours. Just wait, my love, you’ll get your moment. You’ll have your special day.”
Sade wanted to tell her that she had no intention of letting Mother find her a husband. She knew the requisites that her mother had. Good job, good family, good standing with the neighbourhood. She was not interested in finding a husband who ticked all the boxes on her mother’s long checklist.
She had feelings for only one boy and the thought of marrying anybody else was ridiculous, but she could not tell Mother any of this. Especially not today. She nodded as much as she could manage with her face in Mother’s grip. Mother seemed pleased with her response, smiled, spun her back around and resumed the brushing of her hair.
The pipes stopped grumbling and Bunmi reappeared a moment later, her tiny thirteen-year-old body wrapped in a threadbare white towel. Water trailed along the floor after her. Mother immediately set upon her with the brush, eliciting squeals of discomfort and annoyance from Bunmi.
Free from Mother’s grasp, Sade sat down on her bed and ran a hand through her hair and wincing as her palms rubbed her sore scalp. Trying not to pay attention to Bunmi’s continued protests at her mother’s brushing, Sade turned her attention to the mass of red material on her bed.
She picked it up and ran her fingers over the smooth silken material. It was beautifully made, but that didn’t make her feel any more reassured about wearing such an extravagant outfit. She pulled the long red silken buba, or blouse, over her head and twisted her body so that the corners and hems fell to the right places on her body. She was relieved that the silk material was not stuffy, or at least not as stuffy as she had feared, though she felt sweat form in her armpits and between her legs as she stood and adjusted her clothing in the sunlight pouring through the window.
Mother gasped with delight, catching sight of her. Bunmi used the distraction to slip away from her grip and fell upon her own red buba, throwing it over her head before Mother could resume her brushing.
Mother helped Bunmi adjust the blouse whilst Sade fumbled with the ornate red and silver iro, or wrapper, that she eventually managed to tie around her waist, cinching the buba around her middle. Mother finished helping Bunmi with her own iro and then came and fixed Sade’s.
The two sisters stood in the middle of the room, wearing their matching red outfits, and Mother clasped her hands together and nodded in approval. She looked so happy that Sade would not have been surprised if a tear had appeared in the corner of her eye. But no tear showed itself.
The bedroom door opened, and Father came in, wearing his own traditional wear and glancing at his daughters with approval. He murmured to his wife and then shuffled his large frame back out of the room, showing them a large sweat patch between his shoulder blades as he turned. Poor Daddy, Sade thought. Mother most definitely wore the trousers in this household and Daddy had no doubt been woken at the crack of dawn and forced to change under the watchful eye and instructions of Mother. He was probably sweating like a pig downstairs, entertaining the arriving guests.
“Your father says it’s almost time,” Mother said, voice still filled with pride. She took a deep breath, swatted her hand at another fly, and set to work helping the girls put their own geles on. Unlike Mother’s sky-blue gele, the girls had matching red ones.
Sade closed her eyes as Mother fixed hers, feeling the top of her head and her sore scalp already itching with the heat under the folds of the ornate headdress. She willed today to go quickly so she could change out of this outfit and try to get her body temperature back to a reasonable level. She saw Bunmi swipe a hand across her own forehead, sweat trickling down the bridge of her nose as Mother finished adjusting her gele.
“My girls are beautiful,” Mother said, when she had taken a step back to admire them both. Sade and Bunmi kept quiet. “Downstairs, then.”
It was an order, and Sade traipsed after Mother and her sister, out of the bedroom and down the creaking staircase. The sound of voices grew louder, and she wondered how many people had already arrived. The ground floor of the house seemed to be teeming with people, all the women in elaborately coloured geles and bubas and iros. It seemed like each woman had attempted different styles of geles, some tall and thin, some large and ornate, some twisted in elegant knots and some in styles Sade had never seen before. It was like a competition; who could wear the most elaborate, tallest headdress and, hence, garner the most attention and compliments.
Sade wished she was not wearing one. Bunmi stuck close to her side, doubtless feeling the same way as she did. Sade wrapped an arm protectively around her as Mother marched them through the guests, who parted to let the family of the bride through. Sade felt the eyes of all the guests on them and didn’t like it one bit.
Through the parting guests, Sade got her first glimpse of Adeleke in her bridal outfit. She looked beautiful, there was no denying that. Her gele was a golden silk and ornately fashioned and her face radiated joy and delight. As she was so used to seeing her older sister looking grumpy, with an apron pulled over her bosom, Sade was surprised by the difference.
Beside her, Adeleke’s husband-to-be, Ikenna, stood in his robes, looking every part the doting and respectable husband that was no doubt the main reason Mother was so delighted by the union.
“Sade, you look beautiful,” Adeleke smiled, clutching her close to her, then releasing her almost immediately and pulling Bunmi in close. “As do you Bunmi. Gosh, it’s wonderful to see my sisters make such an effort to celebrate this special day with me.” She bent to embrace them both, putting her face between their heads as if to kiss them on the cheeks, and hissed, almost whispered, “Don’t embarrass me. Stand there, keep quiet, and don’t do anything. Hear me?”
Sade smiled and nodded, Bunmi copying her, as Adeleke pulled away, a tight smile on her face. Sade’s cheeks ached from the forced act of smiling. Not that it mattered, because Adeleke had already lost interest in her two younger sisters and was fussing over Ikenna with Mother. Sade understood what was expected of her and Bunmi. They were to be there, looking respectful, but most definitely staying out of the way and letting Adeleke enjoy her big day without fear of embarrassment from her younger siblings.
The wedding proceedings were long and arduous, but Sade made sure she upheld her Mother and Adeleke’s wishes and remained in the background, looking pretty and keeping silent. Neighbours and family friends and long-distance relatives crowded around them, clutching her cheeks or patting her arm, all of them commenting on how proud she must be of her older sister, before moving on to congratulate the bride. Sade was sick of it all after a few hours. Beside her, Bunmi’s smile and façade of cheeriness was evaporating. She was getting bored, her mouth frowning petulantly, her feet scuffing the floor as she kicked at the ground gently. Mother shot Sade a dark look as she spotted the disobedience, and Sade shuffled closer to her younger sister.
“Stop that,” she said under her breath. “Mother will be mad if you don’t.” Bunmi glanced at Mother, saw her expression, and stopped immediately, her disobedience withering under her harsh gaze.
Sade was pleased for Adeleke. She looked so happy when the priest pronounced her and Ikenna husband and wife, but she wished that the whole thing could have hurried up. After the wedding, Mother marched everyone back to the Babatunde household and denied Sade permission to go upstairs and instead enlisted her help in serving the guests with drinks and food.
Sade felt like a maid as she waited on the other guests with a tray of snacks that Mother had been preparing for the past few days. She tried not to trip on the bottom of her buba as she shuffled between guests, avoiding bumping into anyone and trying to make sure she offered a snack to everyone. Bunmi was also making the rounds, though the frown on her face showed that Sade was at least better at looking pleased to be there.
When at last Mother was satisfied that she had carried out enough of her sisterly duties and could no longer be put upon to carry trays and serve drinks, Sade was given permission to go outside. She left the tray on the kitchen table, bypassing an elderly neighbour, Hasana, a rail-thin woman who walked with a stoop and needed a cane to get around, who looked like she wanted to envelop her in conversation, and slipped out of the back door of the house.
She submerged herself into the crowd and when she was assured that Mother had lost sight of her and was suitably distracted by the other guests, Sade hesitated, catching sight of Hasana, whose eye was on her. Hasana gave a wink, her wrinkled face lighting up in a crafty smile of approval, and Sade smiled back and slipped through a gap in the hedge at the end of the back garden and sighed with relief as she leant against the thick hedge and savoured her freedom.
Somebody laughed from a few feet away. She knew the laugh and found herself smiling despite herself.
“Do you really think my outfit is such a laughing matter?” Sade asked, turning around, a mock expression of shock on her face.
“Yes, definitely,” Achike Moneke answered, shaking with laughter as he sat on the low wall running down the street. “You look –” He hesitated, looking for the right word. “You look like –” He tried again. He gave up, bursting into laughter once more.
He was the same age as her, a little taller and boyishly lean, his body sinewy from mornings spent labouring and afternoons spent playing cricket and football, and his beautiful blue eyes standing out, sparkling, in his dark face. He wore cut-off blue jeans that he’d turned into knee-length shorts and a white t-shirt that was a size too big. A green cap covered his shaved head and the sandals on his feet were dust-covered.
Sade held up her hands in defeat.
“You’re right, I look like an idiot all dressed-up like this,” she conceded.
“You don’t look like an idiot,” Achike corrected, his laughter subsiding into a cheeky grin. “The outfit looks stupid, not you.”
“I suppose that’s something,” Sade smiled, taking a seat beside him and nudging him in the shoulder playfully.
“How was the wedding anyway?” Achike asked.
“Like I thought it would be,” Sade replied. She leant back, letting the sun wash over her face and feeling sweat prickle on her scalp beneath the gele. “But Adeleke was happy, and Mother was happy, and so was Daddy too, so I suppose it was a success.”
“Where’s the romantic in you?” Achike grinned, “You’re supposed to get all teary-eyed and start feeling lovey-dovey at weddings.”
“Well then, you should have taken my place if you like them so much.”
“No, girls get weepy and wish it was them getting married. Boys don’t get like that. We don’t show emotion at weddings. We’re men. We make sure the girls don’t get too emotional.”
“Really?” Sade asked, raising an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t shed a little tear then?”
“No way,” Achike said. “Not unless it was me who had to marry Adeleke,” he laughed. “The men have to remain alert. With all the ladies suddenly wanting to get married, we need to be on guard in case one tries to ensnare us.”
“Ensnare you?” Sade laughed. “You think someone would’ve tried to ensnare you?”
“Probably,” Achike shrugged, his playful grin widening, showing off his perfectly even white teeth. “You never know, if I’d been there, maybe you would have tried to ensnare me.”
“Me? Haven’t you been listening? I don’t get weepy at weddings.”
“But if I’d been there, you might have been more affected,” Achike quipped.
“Yeah, I’m sure I would have,” Sade said, playing along. “If you were there, I’d have probably tried to ensnare you.”
“See, I always knew you had a thing for me. You’ve been biding your time, waiting for an occasion like this to try and catch me off guard.”
Sade nudged him playfully again and laughed, and Achike joined in.
“Imagine Mother’s face if we got married,” Sade laughed, shaking her head. “She was talking about me getting married earlier, actually.”
“Really?” Achike asked, the laughter fading.
“Just talking, don’t worry, she hasn’t found me a husband or anything.”
Achike laughed along with her, but Sade sensed he was only doing it to hide his true feelings. The happiness didn’t reach his eyes, which had lost their sparkle. She wondered if he was thinking about the day that she would have to marry another man. She shouldn’t have brought it up, she thought to herself, wanting to kick herself for bringing down the moment.
Sensing her gaze on him, Achike changed the subject and Sade went along with it, more to save him from any further embarrassment. She wanted to question what it was that had caused the laughter to fade, but she let it drop. She didn’t want to bring up something that would make him uncomfortable or sad. It made her upset when she thought of Achike being sad.
He continued to pointedly steer the conversation onto other topics, Sade found herself immersed by his words. She couldn’t help but want to spend time with Achike and she didn’t care what they talked about or what they did, so long as she was with him. They spoke like this, sat on the low wall side by side, laughing and joking and playfully nudging each other in the shoulder, when the sun began to set.
“It’s evening already,” Sade cried out, jumping from the wall to her feet. “I must’ve been gone for hours. Mother will be furious.”
Achike was laughing, though he rose to his feet too.
“She might not,” he assured her. “With all those guests, she might not have realised you’ve gone. Besides,” he added, “It’s not like you’re the prettiest girl in the room, she won’t have missed you.”
Sade narrowed her eyes at him, as she went over to the hedge she had earlier crawled through to escape and now through which she would have to clamber to return. She levelled her gaze at Achike, the corner of his lips already twitching; he would burst into laughter at the look on her face at any moment.
“If you find Mother prettier than me, I’m sure she’ll be flattered by the compliment,” Sade said haughtily. Achike pulled a face. “Or maybe it’s Hasana you find so attractive. Tell me, is it all those wrinkles that you find so alluring? Or the fact she needs a cane to walk?”
Achike pulled another face, a grin of mock horror.
“Anyway, I should get back,” Sade said, lowering her voice. The sounds of the wedding party were clearly audible over the top of the hedge. “If you don’t see me for a few weeks, you know Mother has locked me up in my room and forbade me from going out.”
“Then I’ll just have to climb the tree outside your house and come in through the window,” Achike said, no trace of joking in his voice. Sade beamed, feeling flushed with pleasure at his words.
“Bye,” she said, though she made no attempt to move, to leave him.
“You know, I was only joking before,” Achike said, his voice so quiet it was barely audible. “You really are the prettiest girl at the wedding.”
Sade felt heat rise to her cheeks and smiled, her heart doing what felt like a somersault in her chest. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The sounds of the wedding party drifted over the hedge to them, a truck bumped noisily a few streets away, but the two of them were silent. They made no attempt to move, all thoughts of rushing back to the party, her fears of Mother’s anger, had gone. All she could think of, all she could see, was Achike. He leaned forwards, eyes half-shut, as if to kiss her. Sade half-shut her eyes too, copying his lead, and she moved forward, hoping nature would take over and guide her lips to his, now they were both half-blinded.
His lips found hers. His lips were chapped but surprisingly soft. They stayed like that for a few seconds; lips pressed against each other’s, heat rising through their bodies. Sade thought her heart would explode it was beating so fast.
Then a bang sent them flying apart. Achike shoved his hands into his pockets, trying to look innocent, and Sade fiddled with her headdress, though she imagined her lips still tingling from the touch of Achike’s lips.
Hasana was being guided out the small gate from the house by another neighbour, Nikeasha, a short, robust woman with small, shrewd eyes set deep into the puffy cheeks of her face. She narrowed her eyes further upon seeing Sade and Achike, standing beside each other, trying to do everything to look as innocent as possible. Her gele was short and inelegant and round, just like her, Sade thought to herself.
She felt sweat pool in her armpits at the look Nikeasha gave her. She knew that look. It was one Mother, and even Adeleke wore now she was getting older, when she was seeing through a lie. It was as if Nikeasha did not see them standing apart, studiously avoiding looking at each other, but that she could see the picture from a few moments ago, their lips touching, their bodies almost touching.
“Your Mother is looking for you, Sade,” Nikeasha said. “Inside with you, girl.”
She shot a look at Achike, as though it were his fault Sade was outside. Her gaze lingered on his dust-saturated sandals, the cut-off denims and hand-me-down t-shirt. She looked away, frowning, and Achike made no comment despite the slight, the clear disapproval that Nikeasha had shown when looking at his clothes, at him.
“I shall be reporting this to your mother as soon as I’m back from taking Hasana home to rest,” Nikeasha said, fixing a beady eye on Sade. “You should be inside.”
Sade nodded, muttered a quick goodbye to Achike and went in through the gate. There was no point in trying to sneak back in through the hedge, not if Nikeasha was going to tell Mother everything anyway. As she passed him, Achike’s lips twitched, and she could tell he dare not smile at her whilst Nikeasha and Hasana were there, watching Sade’s departing back.
As she let the gate clang shut behind her, Sade heard Nikeasha turn her words on Achike.
“And you boy, your mother may be bedridden and your father labouring, but that gives you no right to be out wandering the streets,” she was saying sternly. “Away home with you, boy, and don’t let me catch you out here again.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Achike said demurely.
Sade smiled to herself. She could imagine his lips twitching, wanting to laugh at the telling off they had both just been given.
“They’re only young,” Hasana said, after the sound of Achike’s sandals slapping the hard dirt road had faded.
“All the more reason to keep them apart,” Nikeasha said. “Young minds breed mischief.”
Their footsteps faded down the road, and Sade took a deep breath. She would have to face Mother sooner or later. She might as well get it over with now. She was about to go into the house and face her when she heard something.
“Pssst, over here,” Achike’s voice came again. Sade turned and saw his head sticking out of the hedge. One shoulder also protruded from the hedge, and Sade imagined the view from the street, a pair of legs and his waist sticking out of the hedgerow.
“What are you doing?” Sade asked, in hushed tones, hurrying over to him. “I thought you were going home. If Nikeasha comes back and catches you here -” She trailed off. Mother would be furious.
“I wanted to say goodbye,” Achike whispered, not looking worried by the threat of Nikeasha, or Mother’s wrath if they were discovered. “And see you later.”
“I can’t sneak out again today,” Sade said, frowning. As much as she wanted to, Mother would skin her alive or put her to work in the kitchen for a month if she did. “Maybe tomorrow?”
Achike nodded, smiling excitedly like a kid.
“Tomorrow it is then,” he grinned.
“Now, goodnight, I have to go,” Sade said. “And so should you.”
She began towards the house.
“Don’t I get a goodbye kiss?” Achike asked. Sade turned, heart leaping, hopeful. Achike burst out laughing, a pleasant sound that Sade could listen to all day, every day.
“You like me,” he said, smiling wider. “I can tell it from your face.”
Sade opened her mouth to protest, to deny his claims, though of course he was right. Achike laughed again.
“I knew you would try to ensnare me, what did I say about women and weddings? You’ve been waiting for this excuse since you met me. I knew weddings affected you, I knew it.”
Sade put a hand on her hip, half-amused and half anxious that their kiss earlier may have been a joke. She walked forwards to where his head and one shoulder protruded from the hedge.
“Weddings do not affect me,” she insisted.
Achike struggled and pulled his arm through the hedge to join its shoulder. He clasped her wrist in his hand and pulled her closer. Sade let him, not offering any resistance. He kissed her again, on the mouth. It lasted only a few seconds, then Achike grinned at her and was gone, a whispered “See you tomorrow, then,” as he struggled his way back through the hedge. Sade stood for a moment, a finger to her lips, still feeling the softness of his lips on her own, and she noticed her palms were damp with sweat; not from the heat of the day, nor the gele on her head, but from the excitement and longing she felt at the kiss.




CHAPTER THREE

The school hall was a large room not built to hold so many pupils, but the school population had grown steadily since the building’s construction two decades ago, and now Sade found herself sat cross-legged on the dusty floor, her knees crammed into the back of the girl sitting in front of her, and a boy’s knobbly knees crammed into her own back. They were all silent, listening raptly to the head of the school as he spoke from the front of the hall. He was wearing a fine robe and his fingers stroked at his moustache whenever he paused to breathe.
Her best friend, Ife, sat beside her, a shy, quiet girl, as thin as Sade but with harsh plains on her face, a stick for a neck, and a beaky nose; she was not considered pretty, but she was sweet-natured and kind-hearted, and for Sade, at least, that was far more important than looks.
Unfortunately, the boys did not see this. Those foolish boys did not comprehend that personality was far more important, far less fleeting, than good looks. As such, Ife’s feelings for their schoolmate, a robust, square-jawed boy called Kazeem, went unrequited and provoked much discussion between the girls as they walked to and from school each day.
“I urge you to think carefully about your futures,” the school master concluded his speech. “Now that you have finished your education, the decisions you make will affect the rest of your lives. Think carefully, choose wisely, and always remember that only you have the power to change your future, to get the job you’ve always wanted or to buy the dream house you have wanted to live in as a child. So, as always, focus in your classes and on your studies in this final week of school, and do yourselves and your parents proud.”
He stroked his moustache. It took a moment or two for the pupils to realise that this was the end of his speech. They clapped, and Sade clapped with her classmates. Ife clapped quietly, limply, beside her.
“What’s the matter?” Sade whispered to her closest friend.
Ife looked wistful.
“What the school master says isn’t true, is it?” she sighed. “I want nothing more than to be married to Kazeem, but that’s not in my power. It’s in his power, and he doesn’t want me anymore than the other boys do.”
“You never know,” Sade tried to reassure her. “It’s the last day of school next week; maybe Kazeem will ask you then. Maybe he’s waiting until after the exams.”
The school master left the room after dismissing them and the pupils jostled each other as they rose to their feet in the cramped room. Sade got hit by a boy’s elbow and the end of a girls’ long braids as everyone stood. Sade eventually dragged herself to her feet, already thinking, no, longing, to see Achike later after she had walked back home.
She clasped Ife’s hand and pulled her to her feet too. Ife patted down her pleated school dress, sending a small cloud of dust drifting into the air, before it fell gently and settled on the floor at their feet.
They walked, Sade leading as always, the long route home. Outside the schoolyard people were already shoving each other as they boarded the school bus. Sade and Ife did not ride on the school bus, though. Ife gave it a wishful glance. Kazeem rode the school bus, and Ife had often commented that if she did too, then maybe they would strike up a conversation and he would fall in love with her.
“Cheer up, Ife, we’ve almost finished school,” Sade said, taking her arm, guiding her down the road, out of sight of the school bus. “Forever. No more school ever. Aren’t you excited?”
“Excited for what?” Ife asked. “I have no husband, no prospects. What good is going to school if I can’t even find a husband?”
“You could get a job, earn some money,” Sade suggested. “And anyway, your parents are looking for a marriage for you, aren’t they?”
Ife rolled her eyes, heaving the straps of her schoolbag further up her shoulders.
“They’re trying, you mean. None of the men they suggest finds me suitable.”
“Someone will,” Sade said sympathetically.
She thought of her own parents. Now that Adeleke was married to Ikenna, surely it was only a matter of time before their attentions turned to her and finding a husband for her. Achike was the only man she would marry, though. Her parents could find all the suitors they wanted, make her all the promises and offer her all the gold in the world, but Sade would never be with anyone, never love anyone or want to love anyone as much as she did Achike.
It would never happen, though; her parents would never agree to let her marry Achike. Mother had once been friends with Achike’s mother, but since she had been taken ill, unable to leave her bed, and their family had hit hard times and fallen into poverty, Mother had stopped visiting, stopped associating with them. It was as if they had never been friends, as if Mother had wiped all memory of the family from her mind and her life.
Anyway, Sade thought, she would marry Achike or she would marry nobody, and be an aged spinster like Hasana. Her parents could not force her to marry anyone against her will and, besides, she and Achike could always elope. She had read in a magazine that couples were increasingly fleeing Edo state and heading to Lagos, or one of the other big cities, and living as man and wife without judgement or shame. That was always a possibility, she mused.
Ife’s soft voice pulled her away from such thoughts.
“How was your sister’s wedding?” she asked, “Was it as wonderful as my mother said it was?”
Ife’s parents had attended but, with school almost finished, they had made Ife stay at home and study, though Sade knew, and Ife had later confirmed for her, that she had not studied at all yesterday, but had instead daydreamt about weddings and Kazeem and her own wedding one day, as if it were a fairy-tale.
“Everyone said it was wonderful,” Sade nodded. The exclusion of her own feelings on the day was not lost on Ife, who shot her a sideways look of consternation. Ife had never understood Sade’s lack of interest in all things womanly; marriage, and babies, and fashion. “Mother was over the moon, and Adeleke was delighted of course. Being the centre of attention, just as she likes it.”
“It sounded perfect,” Ife said wistfully, only a trace of jealousy in her voice that somebody else had found happiness in marriage whilst she remained unnoticed by Kazeem.
Sade recounted of the wedding, retelling every small detail of Adeleke’s outfit, and of the vows she and Ikenna had made to each other, and of the food and drink on offer afterwards, and of the guests and their outfits, and who had said what to whom. Ife drank in her words like the sand absorbs water, her mouth open in wonderment, clapping her hands at the mention of a particularly stylish gele and gasping when Sade retold some scandalous piece of gossip that she had overheard one neighbour telling another.
She did not mention her kiss with Achike; not just because she did not want to make Ife jealous, but also because it was a private moment they had shared, a secret that only she and Achike knew of and it was personal, too personal to share, even to her best friend.
The long walk home was spent like this, and when they reached Ife’s house on the outskirts of the town, she hugged Sade close to her.
“Thank you for telling me,” Ife breathed against her cheek. “It really feels like I was there at the wedding, watching them say their vows. Thank you.”
Sade smiled and watched Ife skip up the path to her front door, light on her feet and spritely now, her spirits lifted by the recounting of Adeleke’s wedding. Sade wondered if next time Ife should attend instead of her. Then she thought, with a flutter of anxiety, that the next wedding in her family would be her own. She reminded herself that she would refuse to marry unless Achike was to be her husband, and her pace quickened, and her step lightened, and she walked the streets to her home excited to see Achike, her thoughts, despite her disapproval of weddings and all such nonsense, on what she would wear if she were to marry Achike one day, and she imagined the look on his face as they said their vows to each other.
Mother was standing in the doorway to the house when Sade arrived home. Her hands were on her round hips, her eyes flared with anger and her lips pursed as if she had closed them and kept them as tightly together as if it were the only way she could to stop a tirade of anger exploding from her before Sade had returned from school.
Sade was about to ask Mother why she was angry, why she was standing in the doorway waiting for her return and not pottering away in the kitchen or sweeping upstairs or resting in the back garden, when she caught sight of another figure, standing just off the main hallway, as she took a step forward. Nikeasha was far less of an imposing figure than Mother, but Sade realised she was far shrewder and calculating. She should have expected her neighbour to make a visit to Mother whilst she was at school. She had half-expected Nikeasha to mention it to her yesterday, but then it had been Adeleke’s wedding day and nobody, least of all Nikeasha or Mother, would want to make a scene and threaten to spoil her oldest daughter’s happiest day.
Catching Sade’s furious glare, Nikeasha averted her gaze and looked down at her feet. She was quiet. Her words had caused enough trouble, she would say no more, Sade realised. With almost a whisper, Nikeasha bid Mother farewell and left the house, navigating a wide berth around Sade as she stood in the doorway as if afraid that she would lunge and bite at her like a rabid dog. Mother watched her neighbour retreat down the path, then her eyes snapped back to Sade and she rose a meaty arm and pointed a finger into her face, the fleshy fingertip quivering with rage.
“Into the kitchen,” Mother said. Her voice broke no arguments and Sade hurried past her, ducking around her outstretched arm and pointed finger as though it might strike her at any time. She went into the kitchen and heard the front door slam shut.
Sade stood by the stove as Mother walked in. She walked bolt-upright, as if the anger and rage she was experiencing had tightened her muscles and bones with the very stress of it all.
“So,” Mother said, shaking with unspoken words of outrage. “So, you have been seeing that Moneke boy?”
“His name’s Achike,” Sade said by way of answer. Mother’s eyes hardened and her lips twitched, not in a smile or laughter, like Achike’s did, but in irritation.
“His name is irrelevant. You have humiliated me to our neighbours,” Mother said, her voice rising. She glanced around, as if the neighbours would be listening in at the windows and holding cups to the door to eavesdrop. Respect and opinion were everything to Mother. She lowered her voice, though it was no less frightening, to continue. “And you have humiliated yourself too. Are you proud of what you’ve done?”
“I haven’t done anything. We weren’t doing anything,” Sade said, her thoughts immediately lingering on their kiss, his lips on hers, not once but twice. She felt heat rising to her face and added, timidly, “Just talking.”
It seemed Mother was too angry to notice her blushing, too focused on the words she spoke rather than the body language she gave off.
“Young people never just talk, especially young boys. Especially young boys like that.”
“Like what?” Sade asked, her own irritation rising at the tone of disgust her mother used, the venom in which she spat out the word, as if she had trodden on a particularly juicy slug and its slime had squirted all over her foot.
Mother ignored her question.
“I won’t have you seeing him again,” she said decidedly. “Even just to talk.”
“He’s my friend. You can’t stop me seeing my friend,” Sade protested. She added, in a small voice, “He’s my best friend.”
“You have Ife to be your friend. And your sisters,” Mother said. She threw up her hands as if only just remembering them and began to shake her head. “Think of your sisters. You’ve tainted my memories of Adeleke’s wedding day with the thought of you skulking around in the street with that boy. And think of Bunmi. What kind of example are you setting her?”
“She wasn’t there,” Sade snapped back. It was just the two of them, lips pressed together, she thought, but she didn’t say it. She wouldn’t have dreamt of telling her, if this was the reaction Mother had when they were just talking. “And besides, we’re just friends.”
“That’s irrelevant. You’re not to be friends anymore.”
Sade felt a stab of indignation at Mother’s command and protested.
“But, Mother, I –”
“You’re not to see him, or speak to him, or look at him, or think of him again. Do I make myself clear, girl?” Mother said, her voice commanded, her voice straining to keep from shouting. She closed the distance between them, her finger waggling at Sade again, hand trembling. “If I hear that you’ve so much as looked at his house, I will inform your father.”
“Mother –” Sade protested.
“And he will march straight round to that Moneke boy’s house,” Mother went on, ignoring her, pronouncing the word as though she did not think it much of a house, but more of a hovel. “And he will have words with that father of his.”
“Mr Moneke is friends with father, just like you were friends with Mrs Mon–”
“Enough of this, child,” Mother shouted, slamming the hand that wasn’t pointing a finger at her down on the kitchen table, which shook with the force of it. She shivered, as if to compose herself. “You will do as you’re told, or you will be punished. Do I make myself clear?”
“He’s my friend,” Sade insisted quietly.
“No, child,” Mother said, voice quieter now. “He was your friend. Now, I’ll hear no more about this.”
She brushed the palms of her hands together as she did to wipe crumbs off her hands when she’d been making bread. The topic was closed for discussion. She would hear no more about it. Sade lowered her gaze to the floor, cursing Mother in silence. She would not stop her seeing Achike, she couldn’t be everywhere at once, her eyes couldn’t see down every street and up every tree and beyond every field. She would find a way to see Achike. She wouldn’t stop seeing him. She couldn’t.
“And don’t think I won’t find out if you disobey me,” Mother said, as if reading her thoughts were as easy as opening a book of prayers. “The neighbours will keep an eye out for me as well. We’ll always be watching you. It’s for your own good. Now, off to your room to study, child. And no mention of this to your Father. He doesn’t need to hear of this humiliation you’ve brought down on us. Not unless you disobey me.”
With that, Mother clapped her hands together and busied herself in the kitchen, pulling ingredients out of the fridge for curried potatoes and lamb for dinner. Sade traipsed slowly, quietly, out of the room, realising only as she began up the stairs that she still had her school bag slung over her shoulders.
In her bedroom she dropped it on the floor and sat heavily on her mattress. Bunmi was out playing with other children her age. Mother had no problem with that, even though Bunmi played with boys as well as girls. Sade wondered if Mother knew about the kiss, but it was impossible. Nobody had seen them.
She thought it more likely that Mother had guessed that they had kissed or had foreseen that they might kiss in the future and had decided to put an end to it. Her disapproval of Achike and his family was a bewildering puzzle to Sade. It had all started after Mrs Moneke had been taken ill, though Mother never said as much, and her daughters were too afraid to ask. Father seemed not to have an issue with the Monekes, but his formidable wife was enough to stop him visiting as regularly as he had used to.
Lying on her bed, the sun bright through the window, burning her eyes and warming her skin through the glass of the windowpane, Sade felt like crying. She would have cried, fat tears rolling down her cheeks and sliding into her mouth; she could almost taste them as she thought of it, but she did not cry. The only reason she didn’t cry was that she knew she would see Achike again. Whatever her Mother had forbade, however many neighbours were now acting as spies and lookouts for her; Sade would see Achike again and again and would never stop seeing him. Mother had forbidden her from seeing him, but the fates and God Himself had ensured her heart belonged to him and as such she could never stop herself from seeing him. Even Mother, as formidable and frightening as she could be at times, was no match for the fates, and the power of God, and the power of her heart.
That evening, as the sun set low over the distant, parched fields at the edge of the town, and darkness settled over the houses and streets like mist descending from a mountain peak, found Sade alone in her bedroom as she had been for much of the afternoon. Dinner had been a quiet, morose affair, for her at least. Mother had shot her challenging glances, as if to warn her of the punishment that would follow if she were to breathe a word of this afternoon’s ruling to Father. Bunmi remained unaware of the tension and chatted happily about her afternoon of play. Father, tired from his work, said little and ate a lot. Mother piled his plate higher whenever his fork scraped the last of the curried potatoes and lamb into his mouth.
When dinner had finished, Mother had insisted that Bunmi join her in the living room to practice her sewing; she could still hear Bunmi’s protests as Mother repeated instruction after instruction on how to cross-stitch, and thread a needle, and other such things that a woman needed to know for when she married. Sade remembered her only sewing lessons with Mother; she had told Achike afterwards and he had laughed loudly as she recounted her tears and Mother’s impatient words. She imagined Father sitting in his armchair, reading the newspaper, trying to tune out the women of the house as he concentrated on the tiny print on the lightweight, yellowing paper pages.
A tiny rap on her window startled her, though she had heard it many times before and, far from a sign of danger or an intruder, was the pleasant sound that indicated Achike was here. She jumped off her bed, feeling her feet at once lighter than they had been all afternoon, and she skipped to the window and threw it open.
Achike was hanging from a branch in the large tree that stood beside the house. It was their neighbour Hasana’s tree; its roots were planted firmly in her small patch of garden beside her cottage, but the branches and leaves and bulk of the tree rose to both her own garden and the Babatunde garden. Achike had always to be careful not to be seen by Hasana as he crept into her yard and climbed the tree deftly, his expert limbs and hands as practised as a lemur.
“Good evening,” he greeted her, with a mock bow, letting one of his hands drop from the branch he held, causing Sade to give a little frightened gasp, which sent Achike into fits of laughter. He swung his legs up and wrapped them around the thick, knotted branch, letting both his hands fall so that he hung upside down, his eyes still on her.
“You want to come out?” he asked nonchalantly, as if he was not hanging upside down from a tree a few metres at least above the hard, dry ground. “Or should I come in?”
Sade smiled. She couldn’t help but smile in his presence. She stepped aside and in a few lithe movements Achike swung up on the branch and dove through the window silently, as agile as a hunting panther in the darkness.
His feet landed softly, almost silently, on the bedroom floor. Sade put a finger to her lips and Achike was silent. The sound of Mother’s angry, raised voice drifted up from downstairs, undisturbed by Achike’s entrance.
“No, Bunmi, you’re threading it the wrong way,” Mother was crying out.
Sade had to stifle a laugh and Achike doubled over in silent fits, his eyes watering. The rest of the family thought Sade to be alone and quiet upstairs, perhaps already gone to bed, unaware that her best friend was with her too, against Mother’s wishes, struggling to contain his laughter. He sat on her bed, relaxing back against the cushions.
He was wearing the same attire as yesterday and when he stretched back, his arms behind his head, the t-shirt raised a little with the movement and Sade saw the smooth, dark skin of his bellybutton. Achike saw her looking and sniggered, before pulling the t-shirt back down so the white cotton covered his skin.
“Were you checking me out?” Achike asked, eyebrow raised mischievously, as it often did when he was joking. “I feel so vulnerable, so objectified,” he said, in mock indignation. “Take your eyes off me, you ravenous beast.”
Sade slapped him lightly, playfully, on the arm, rolling her eyes.
“I was not checking you out,” she protested. “You were flashing at me, trying to show off your muscles. A lame attempt at trying to impress me.”
“Oh really?” Achike asked. “Were my acrobatics not enough to impress you?”
“They were good,” Sade replied. “But I’ve seen better,” she joked.
Achike’s eyes hardened for a moment, but he laughed, and they softened, melting once more to deep, sparkling blue. It was so hard to tell what was just friendly chatter, what was joking and what was serious, Sade thought silently. She never knew whether Achike’s words were meant in jest or if he was asking serious questions simply masked as a joke.
“Seriously, though, I’ve never seen anyone climb a tree like that,” Sade said.
Achike smiled widely, brilliant teeth shining, eyes sparkling once more, delighted by the compliment. His hands fingered the corner of one of the pillows as he looked at her.
“Is everything ok?” Sade asked, leaning towards him as she sat down lightly at the foot of the bed, by his ankles.
Achike looked pained. He looked at her hesitantly. Sighing, he told her what was on his mind.
“I saw Nikeasha leaving your house earlier,” he said simply. Sade knew, in that simple sentence, what he was really asking. He wanted to know if she was in trouble with Mother.
“Don’t worry about it,” Sade said, not quite meeting his eyes.
“Tell me,” Achike said softly.
“It’s nothing.”
“If it’s nothing, it’ll be quick then,” Achike joked.
Sade smiled. She felt her chest was heavy, burdened now that she would have to tell Achike what Mother had said; that she had forbidden her from seeing him. She wondered if Achike would respect Mother’s wishes and stay away, keep his distance, stop visiting her. He wouldn’t want her to get in trouble, Sade knew that. But would he really stop seeing her? Could he? The thought frightened her, and she almost wanted to lie and tell him everything was fine, but his piercing blue eyes bore into hers when she looked at his face, as if seeking the truth at a deeper level than she could understand.
She sighed and told him. He listened silently, nodding and shaking his head in turn, without comment. When she finished, she couldn’t look at him for fear he would say goodbye and that would be the last she ever saw of him.
“You obviously haven’t obeyed her then,” Achike said lightly after his silence. “Tut tut. I should really go downstairs and tell on you.”
Sade couldn’t bring herself to laugh, so quiet and uncertain was Achike’s voice and tone. He seemed almost scared; as if he expected her to send him away, or as if she expected him to leave of his own free will.
Still Sade couldn’t look at him.
“I suppose you still want to see me,” Achike said, quietly again. “Or you would have thrown me out by now. Or you wouldn’t have opened the window for me to jump in. God, I’ll miss climbing that tree in old Hasana’s yard.”
“You can’t stop coming to see me,” Sade blurted out, before she could help herself, her inner turmoil forcing her to speak the words her conscious mind was too afraid to voice.
“I won’t,” Achike said gently. “Not if you don’t want to stop seeing me.”
“I don’t want you to stop.”
“Neither do I,” Achike said. “I promise.”
Sade smiled, but still couldn’t look at him. She couldn’t bear to see the questioning, the hurt, behind his blue eyes as he thought of why Mother had forbidden them from being together.
“Look at me,” Achike said, almost a whisper.
Sade slowly lifted her head, her eyes still on her hands, fingers entwined on her lap, fidgeting with a loose thread from her sheet.
“Look at me,” Achike repeated.
She felt his fingers, gentle though the skin on his hands was rough and worn from labouring in the fields and on building sites to support his family. He cupped her chin and turned her head, lifting it slowly until she was facing him. He was sat upright, leaning close, their faces just inches apart.
His hand remained cupped under her chin, holding up her head so their eyes met. If he was uncertain or hurt, she could not see it in his eyes. Perhaps he would show it only to himself later on, when he had left her room and was alone in his own bedroom.
“I promise you we won’t stop seeing each other,” he whispered, his breath touching her face, her lips, as if his words were sinking through her very skin to the core of her being. “If you don’t want to, then I promise we won’t. I’ll see you every day if that’s what you want. I promise.”
“I want to see you every day,” Sade whispered back. Achike smiled, a little puff of laughter, pleasure, escaping his lips and caressing the skin of her face where it lingered, like the most beautiful perfume one could imagine.
“Then I promise we’ll see each other every day,” Achike said, a smile on his lips.




CHAPTER FOUR

Mother remained unaware of Sade’s continued friendship with Achike.
After school, Sade walked home with Ife and then slipped out of the house on the pretence of going to study with her, after all, it was the last week of school and even Mother did not want to damage her chances of getting the highest possible score in her final exams. Then, instead of going left, down the road through town towards Ife’s house, she went right.
Right, to the end of their cul-de-sac road, that ended in building works that had remained unfinished for as long as Sade could remember, littered with dust and rusted scaffolding, where the small, unpainted house at the end of the road, just beside the building sites, was home to the Moneke family.
Achike met her outside, sitting on the wall, his feet casually bumping against the concrete wall. Sometimes he stood, leaning casually against the brickwork, lolling with his face turned sunwards as a flower might lean towards the sunlight.
They did not stay around the neighbourhood, where too many watchful eyes could catch them together at play or talking, heads bent close, absorbed in each other’s stories and company. Instead they twisted and turned through the building works, ducking low to avoid abandoned scaffolding shelves, and jumped over low, half-finished walls, the cement dried and now crumbling in the hot Nigerian sun. They slipped through a large hole in the chain-link fence that surrounded the building site on all sides except the one facing their neighbourhood. The fence was taller than a grown man, but they fit through the hole easily and then they were free. Free from watchful, suspicious eyes. Free from Mother’s rules. Free from Nikeasha and her twitching net curtains.
They walked slowly through the corn fields that surrounded the town, sometimes relaxing in the sun beneath a large tree that stands in the middle of one of the corn fields. Sometimes they went to the shallow, trickling stream. Stories passed down the generations told that the stream was once a mighty river, though any evidence of that was long gone, dried up to sand and blown far away from here.
Ife, too, had her part to play in Sade and Achike’s deception of the adults of the neighbourhood. When Mother saw her at the celebrations when school finally came to an end after the final exams, Ife nodded yes, that Sade had spent a lot of time in the last week at her house, studying hard in English, and Maths. Mother was pleased, thinking she was wrong to suspect her daughter of mischief. Ife looked guilty when Mother turned away, but Sade gave her a grateful smile and Ife smiled weakly back.
Though Ife was unaware that Sade was meeting with Achike in secret, she knew that something was going on, that she was meeting someone. Ife was in love with Kazeem, though, so she knew what love was like and would not stand in the way of it, even if it did take hours of persuasion and a bribe of homemade cookies on Sade’s part for Ife to agree.
The final exams of school were hard. Sade recalled the hot, humid classroom, the pungent smell of body odour and sweat and nerves filling the room like toxic gases as every pupil struggled to answer the questions. Sade did not yet know her results, but she did not much care. She spent time with Achike now that she did not have school to attend, and she quickly realised that it was how she wished to spend every day both now and forever.
Achike had kept his promise, he saw her every day. Now, at dinner, Sade could make conversation with Mother easily, happy in the knowledge that she has disobeyed her and could recount everything she said to Achike the following day.
After the exams and the end of school, after Sade was officially finished with her education and no longer could use the excuse of studying to escape the house, she worried that Mother would grow suspicious of her frequent long absences from home, but fate continued to shine down in Sade’s favour. A few days after the end of school, just as Mother seemed to grow sceptical of Sade’s long walks with Ife, who was covering for her again, Adeleke and her new husband Ikenna came to visit.
They were living in Benin City now, in a house that Ikenna’s parents owned, but they were coming to stay for a week, or two, Adeleke had suggested hopefully, and Mother instantly became preoccupied with them and paid no more attention to Sade’s trips away from home. If anything, Sade thought, she was glad to have her out from under her feet and, at any rate, Adeleke seemed to want private time to discuss issues of marriage and God knew what else with Mother, far out of earshot of her younger sisters.
It was a hot, sunny day as it always was in summer, and the sun was rising high at noon. The day found Sade lying on a small patch of dried grass, head on the ground, hair flickering around her in the light breeze, the almost-nothing stream gurgling through the parched soil a few feet away, a lone bird’s cries echoing down from the sky high above. Achike sat closer to the stream, washing his hands and feet in the lukewarm water, though it was muddy and, Sade thought, probably full of insects and hardly hygienic. But Achike had been labouring all morning, sweating and cursing as he lifted heavy blocks of concrete and struggling as he swung heavy tools, and the water must have been a relief for his chapped hands and aching feet.
As an unspoken rule, Achike and Sade, although they talked about everything they could think of under the sun, never spoke of Achike’s mother or her illness. He occasionally mentioned her; if she had said something funny the night before, or perhaps an old wives’ tale that she had relayed to him as a child, but nothing more. He never spoke of her illness, and the few times Sade had brought it up, before she had realised that it was an out of bounds topic, his eyes had clouded over, his brow had furrowed in a most unlike-Achike way, and he had fallen quiet and sullen, giving clipped, evasive answers to her numerous questions, until Sade had hastily changed the subject.
Sade knew better than to speak of her now, so it came as a surprise, as she lay there on the  hot ground, when Achike looked over his shoulder at her and said, no hint of sadness or surprise, or much of any emotion at all, in his voice, “My mother is dying.”
The words were spoken matter-of-factly, and Sade did not know how to respond. She had never known anyone who had died, at least nobody that she was close to had died. Ife’s grandmother had died a few months ago, Ife had cried, and Sade had been sympathetic, but she had never met the woman. Even when one of their teachers was killed in a motorbike crash, Sade had not felt any real sadness. She felt sad for the family, for the friends, for the people who had suffered loss, who were in mourning.
Now, she felt at a loss as to what to say.
“How do you know?” she asked, feeling stupid even as the question escaped her lips. Achike seemed not to think it stupid, however, and sighed deeply, as if it pained him to speak of her, as Sade was sure it must, though he had been the one to bring up the subject.
“Her doctor came to the house last night,” Achike replied. His words were not unkind, not spoken with any malice or relief or upset, and Sade wondered if this was what happened when a family member suffered a long, drawn-out illness that had always been known to be terminal. It was hardly a surprise she would die. Achike shook his head. “He said the medicine he’s been giving her isn’t working. He says nothing will work now. He said that she has a few months at most. Before she dies, that is.”
“I’m sorry,” Sade said quietly. She propped herself up on her elbows, looking at her friend. She was sorry for him, for the loss he would suffer and the pain he had endured in the years since his mother had first been taken ill. “Will she be in pain?”
“The doctor can give her something for the pain,” Achike replied dully. “And he’ll give her something for the nightmares and the sickness and the diarrhoea. Just nothing to stop her dying or to make her better.”
“I’m sorry,” Sade repeated.
“We expected it. My father and me. She’s been getting worse for a long time, and we knew she wouldn’t get better. She doesn’t show if she’s sad, but she must be.”
“She’s a strong woman.”
“Yeah, she is.”
His voice was so quiet, so empty, his shoulders sagging, that Sade rose to her feet, padded across the dirt in her sandals, and crouched down beside him. She wrapped her arms around him, as one might swaddle a child, and held him close to her. She muttered reassurances in his ear; she hardly knew what she was saying, but it didn’t matter. It was her tender gesture that broke Achike. He started crying and for an hour he sobbed into her arms, and she consoled him in whispered murmurs, holding him close to her though the sweat pooled on her forehead and trickled from her thighs.
He fell quiet and she loosened her hold on him. He wiped at his eyes, picked up a handful of the murky stream water in his cupped hands and, before Sade could protest, he splashed the water over his face. He dried it off with his t-shirt, leaving a stain on the white cotton, and then he smiled.
“Sorry about that,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what came over me.”
“You needed to talk,” Sade assured him, “And if you need to talk again, I’m here.”
“It’s such a girly thing to do, though, to cry.”
“Crying isn’t a sign of weakness.”
“That’s such a girl thing to say,” Achike laughed, nudging her playfully. Sade nudged him back. There was no trace of sadness or the tears he’d cried before on his face, his eyes sparkling again and his smile wide. He stretched. Sade wondered if perhaps, by some bizarre miracle, she had imagined what had just taken place. Then, when he thought she wasn’t looking, his eyes clouded over and he looked wistful, as if remembering a time before he had worries and sadness and heartache, and then, catching her looking, he smiled. But Sade knew, at least, that it was all real. She slapped him on the arm playfully.
“Come on, let’s go for a walk,” she said, rising to her feet.
Achike grinned and jumped to his feet, peeling his t-shirt off over his head, showing his lean body, his muscles strong and sinewy beneath his dark skin, from all the long hours of labour, Sade thought.
“Still checking me out, I see,” he joked.
Sade rolled her eyes. Achike set off at a run, his sandals slapping the hardened, cracking soil. Sade called after him.
“Why are you running?” she asked.
Achike paused, turned back, already ten or so metres away from her. His look was playful. He pointed to a tree across the field.
“See that tree?” He called. Sade nodded. “Well,” he said, grin widening. “First one to reach it gets to ask the other one anything they like; and they’ve got to answer with the truth.”
He turned and ran. Sade chased after him, her sandals pounding the ground metres behind Achike. She wanted to win, to be able to ask him anything, though with so much choice, she was hardly sure what she would ask him. But it didn’t matter. Achike was faster, his long legs carrying him to the tree far ahead of Sade, even when he stopped to look back and laugh at her slow progress.
When she caught up with him, breathing hard, wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, grateful for the shade of the large, leafy tree, she turned to him as he reached for the lower branches, testing their strength and whether they would hold his weight if he decided to climb up higher.
“So, what are you going to ask me?” Sade asked. “You can ask me anything you like, and I’ve got to answer truthfully. What will you ask me?”
Achike prolonged his response, testing more branches. He found one that would take his weight and pulled himself up, swinging his leg over so he sat on the branch above her head, one leg dangling either side. He smiled down at her.
“Ah, I forgot to mention, I can ask you the question any time I like,” he said. Sade glared at him.
“You never said that before,” she protested.
“My game, my rules,” Achike smiled back at her sweetly. “So be prepared. Whenever I ask you that question, you must answer me truthfully. It can be anytime, anywhere, anything.”
Sade nodded. She watched as Achike climbed further up the tree, his movements lithe and agile, whilst she sat down in the shade and leant against the trunk of the tree. She wondered when he would ask her question, but her thoughts lingered most on what he would ask her. She felt a shiver of anticipation and shut her eyes, her body relaxing.
At dinner, Sade looked at Mother and wondered if she had heard the news about Mrs Moneke. Although part of her wanted to tell Mother, whether to chastise her for throwing away their friendship or to give her the chance to make amends before it was too late, Sade wasn’t sure, but she kept quiet and took the bowl of rice Mother passed to her without comment, just a muttered “Thanks, Mother.”
Though she wanted to tell Mother, it would mean telling her that she had been seeing Achike even when she had forbidden it, and Mother might stop her leaving the house, and that was a risk she was not willing to take.
Nikeasha or some other gossip from the neighbourhood would likely find out about Mrs Moneke’s bad news and inform Mother anyway, Sade decided. Mother had cooked a feast worthy of the King, in honour of Adeleke and Ikenna’s last night. They were planning to drive back to the city in Ikenna’s car first thing in the morning.
Sade and Bunmi had pieced together, as they lay awake in their bed trying to get to sleep each night, from overheard snatches of conversations between Adeleke and Mother, and between Mother and Father, that Adeleke, despite her happiness on her wedding day, was finding married life harder than she had expected.
Ikenna was a respectable man in the city, and his parents were even more respectable and had not taken kindly to having Adeleke, a girl from a small country town, living in their beautiful home. Ikenna was also a traditional man and he expected his new wife to cook, clean and be dutiful in all ways that a wife should be dutiful to her husband, especially as newlyweds. Adeleke, it turned out, was not as good a wife as she and Mother had thought she would be; she did not have Mother’s skills in the kitchen, and she was a lazy housekeeper, even Sade could have warned Ikenna of that. As such, it was causing strife in her new marriage, and Adeleke wasn’t happy. Mother was anxious, not for Adeleke’s happiness, but for Ikenna to be satisfied with her daughter, and she had told her eldest daughter, from what Bunmi had overheard of an argument in the kitchen one morning, that Adeleke was to shape up and turn herself into a good wife at once.
At dinner, though, if there was any marital discord between Ikenna and Adeleke, they hid it well. The only indication that gave credence to the theory Sade and Bunmi had put together was the glances that Mother shot at Adeleke whenever Ikenna wasn’t looking. Father, as always, was quiet as he ate. Mother did most of the talking; as Father had often said, she could hold a conversation even if she were the only one in the room.
When dinner was finished, Sade and Bunmi washed up and tidied the table, whilst the adults retreated to the living room. Adeleke shot them a suspicious glare, eyes narrowed, after catching her sisters whispering to each other, glancing at her and then Ikenna. Whatever she suspected her sisters were whispering about, she daren’t confront them, not in front of Ikenna.
After cleaning up, Sade and Bunmi joined them in the living room to say goodnight. Father hugged them both, wishing them sweet dreams, not getting out of his armchair. Adeleke hugged them both lightly, as one might an acquaintance or an unwelcome aunt, and hissed in their ears, so nobody but them could hear, “Don’t you dare whisper about me again, you silly little girls.”
Ikenna hugged them, his eyes perhaps lingering a little too long on Sade, though she thought nothing of it. Adeleke caught the gaze and brought the goodnights to an abrupt end, saying boldly, “Off to bed you go, darling sisters.” She gave Ikenna a pointed look, masked with a sweet smile at her new husband. Sade and Bunmi kissed Mother goodnight and went upstairs to bed.
“She’s definitely having problems,” Bunmi said wisely, stripping down to her underwear and crawling between the sheets.
“I’m not surprised,” Sade said, opening the window and following her sister’s lead, crawling into bed next to her. “Still, it’s Ikenna I feel sorrier for.”
“Me too,” Bunmi agreed.
They both laughed.
The following morning, Mother made a fuss of saying goodbye to Adeleke whilst Ikenna carried the suitcases back to the trunk of the car. When the last of the cases were packed, he slammed the trunk shut with a bang and jingled the keys in his hand, impatient to get on the road. Sade and Bunmi stood outside the front door, off to one side, watching the goodbyes awkwardly.
Adeleke kissed Father, and then looked at her sisters. She forced a smile and hugged them both, kissing them both on each of their cheeks perfunctorily. She gave a last, longing look back at the house and climbed into the front passenger seat of the car. Ikenna shook Mother and Father’s hands and glanced at Bunmi and Sade. He leant closer to Father.
“Don’t forget what I mentioned last night,” he said, his voice conspiratorially low. “It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity. It won’t be there forever. Give it some thought and let me know.”
Father shot Sade a glance and nodded. Ikenna, satisfied, shook his hand again and climbed into the car beside Adeleke, who looked sour faced now. She gave a wave as Ikenna started the engine, and the car rolled out of the small yard and off down the bumpy road, turning out of sight, leaving only a trail of dust up in the air behind them.
Mother went inside, wiping at her eyes. Father went to work. Bunmi turned to Sade, a gleam of childish excitement in her eyes.
“Do you want to come and play with me and my friends?” she asked.
Sade shook her head.
“Maybe another time,” she told her. Bunmi shrugged, not put out, and hurried off down the road to where a group of children her age was already gathering, playing and shouting, their laughter startling a nearby bird, which flew up into the sky with a cry of alarm.
When Sade left the house at noon, Achike was waiting for her, as he always did. To her surprise, he did not lead her across the building site, where they would duck and weave and jump over obstacles to escape the town. Instead, he took her by the hand and led her through the gate to his house.
“I want you to come and see my mother,” he said. Sade felt alarmed. Achike, not looking at her face, did not see her expression, and continued. “She wants to meet you.”
“Achike never stops talking about you,” Mrs Rebekah Moneke said, seemingly unaware of Sade’s discomfort upon entering her bedroom. “Bless him, you’re all he thinks about, day and night.”
“Mum,” Achike chastised her, embarrassed. “That’s not true.”
Rebekah gave him a doleful look and shook her head fondly. Every gesture, every word, was filled with love for her son, her only child.
The house was small but clean and tidy, and Sade could tell that Achike did the housekeeping. His mother was too ill to do it, and his father was at work and, besides, Mr Moneke was a man, and Achike, until he was married, was still a child in their eyes. Perhaps, she thought wryly, Adeleke could learn some lessons about keeping house from him.
The bedroom that Rebekah spent her life in was smaller still, almost filled by the double bed that creaked quietly when she sat up or shifted her weight. The sheets were damp with her sweat and the window was thrown wide open for fresh air, but the sun, though it was bright, did not come through the pane; the shadow of the house loomed in its place. Maybe, Sade thought, that was what Mrs Moneke preferred.
She herself was thin, too thin, even skinnier than Ife, Sade thought. Her arms were almost skeletal, and her face was shrunken, the skin taut across her skull. Her legs must have been skeletal too, Sade thought, for she could barely see their outline beneath the sheets, even though it was thin as paper. Her hair was almost gone, a few patches of dried greying hair were all that remained, perched lonely on the top of her scalp. Her eyes were dark, like Achike’s, but the medicines she was taking made them cloudy, the whites of her eyes tinged with red. Her skin, though black, was almost translucent and looked fragile, as if the slightest paper cut would tear her arm right open.
Despite all of this, Rebekah Moneke seemed happy to see her. When Sade had first walked in, she eyed her up and down, nodding at Achike with approval.
“You’re very pretty,” she said. “The prettiest girl in this town, I’m sure of it.”
“Thank you,” Sade muttered in response, blushing.
They laughed and joked and talked, Achike and his mother holding the conversation, Sade adding comments occasionally, still too nervous to speak openly in front of his mother. Rebekah did not seem to mind, though, and when Achike said they should go and leave her to rest, she sent him from the room and smiled warmly at Sade.
“You make my son very happy,” she said. Though she was smiling, Sade thought she detected a caution in her words too. As if what she was really saying was You make my son happy, do not make him sad. Though Rebekah, so sweet and thin and sickly, would never say such a thing, Sade was sure.
“You make a very handsome couple,” Rebekah remarked. “I wish you both all the happiness God can grant you.”
“Thank you, Mrs Moneke,” Sade said, nodding, almost bowing, and blushed at her actions. Rebekah smiled.
“Please, call me Rebekah,” she requested.
“Yes, Rebekah.”
There was a knock on the bedroom door and Achike’s voice called through the thin wood.
“Are you coming for a walk or have you replaced me with my own mother?”
Sade and Rebekah both laughed.
“Off you go, enjoy your walk,” Rebekah said, waving her from the room. “Keep Achike out of trouble, mind. I need to rest awhile anyway now.”
Sade said a quiet goodbye and left the room.
Achike was beaming as she closed the door behind her, shutting Rebekah Moneke away from the world once more. As they walked downstairs and out of the house, Achike bounced on the balls of his feet. Sade knew he was delighted that she had met his mother, that his mother thought she was pretty and that she approved of her.
Sade wondered sadly, as they wound their way across the building site, if Rebekah would still be alive when she and Achike got married, which she was sure they would one day.
Days later, Sade was planning to go and meet Achike when she heard voices downstairs. Bunmi was out playing on the street. She heard Father’s uncertain voice, and her Mother’s loud, unmoving tone. She hovered at the top of the stairs, not wanting to eavesdrop, wondering if she could make it down the stairs and out of the front door without disturbing them. She was so concerned with this internal debate that she barely registered that Father should be at work at this time of day.
She crept down the stairs as quietly as she could manage, but the second stair from the bottom betrayed her and creaked loudly when she put her weight on it. The voices in the living room paused. Sade kept quiet, holding her breath, as if the slightest whisper of air escaping her lungs would give her away.
The silence went on and then, just as Sade felt she has no choice but to reveal herself and apologize to them and then make her excuses to go out, Mother’s voice began again. She sounded enthusiastic about something, as if she was trying to persuade Father. Sade remembered when she had persuaded him to get a washing machine; they were the first on their street to have one. Mother could be very persuasive when she wanted something.
Sade descended the last two steps without making any further noise and she looked to the door and paused. She hesitated, then tiptoed to the living room door that stood closed, though she could clearly her parents’ voices through the wood. She listened, knowing that eavesdropping on a private conversation was wrong. It was clearly a private conversation, as they had shut the door, but Sade was powerless against her rising curiosity. She wondered if Mother is urging Father to buy a car; she had seen Mother gazing at Ikenna’s car when he was visiting, perhaps she wanted one of her own.
“All I’m saying is, we’ve got to consider it,” Mother said. Sade imagined her wringing her hands, something she always did when she wasn’t getting her own way. “You heard what he said, it’s a once in a lifetime opportunity. We can’t pass up on that.”
“Europe, though?” Father said. His voice rose as if it were a question. Not seeing his face, his expression, Sade couldn’t tell. “It’s so far,” Father went on. “And so expensive. He can get us a discount, yes, I’m sure he can, but it won’t be free.”
“Not free, but not expensive,” Mother protested. “And even if it does cost us, think of the rewards. Have you heard how much money they make in Europe? Think of it.”
“I have thought of it,” Father argued. “That’s all I’ve thought about since it was suggested. I can’t stop thinking about it.”
“Then surely it’s a sign? A sign that it was meant to be.”
“It’s only a sign that I have little else to think about,” Father snaps back. “Now, leave me be woman. I have enough on my mind now I have to find a new job.”
“But you must think on it, please, at least think –”
“Enough,” Father shouted. Sade knew Mother had pushed him as far as she dared to. “I will think about it when I want to think about it. Right now, I have more pressing matters at hand.”
“With you out of work, we’ve got to think of the finances,” Mother pressed, though her tone was softer, gentler, more appeasing. Sade thought she has much to learn about being a wife. “And Sade could be earning good money if she studies at that beauty college. Think on it, dear, just promise me you’ll think on it.”
“I’ll think on it,” Father agreed.
Sade heard footsteps and dashed to the front door, flying out of the house before Mother could discover her eavesdropping by the living room door. As she turned right and walked slowly towards Achike’s house, she thought of what she had heard. Talk of Europe, and of Father losing his job, and of her earning money at a beauty college. What beauty college? There were none in this town, that was for certain. Maybe, Sade thought, recalling Ikenna’s words to Father as he left, he had found a beauty college in the city. The thought of going to stay with Adeleke did not please Sade. She hoped Father put his foot down and did not let Mother have her own way. She forced a smile when she saw Achike; the first time she had ever had to force a smile for him. Though she prayed silently that Father stayed strong, resisted Mother’s persuasions, she knew that Mother was a persuasive woman, and she always got what she wanted from her husband. Even if what she wanted was to send Sade to a beauty college.
“What’s wrong with you?” Achike asked.
It was a few days since Sade had overheard her parents’ private discussion and she had yet to tell anyone what she had heard, what she now suspected. Bunmi had no idea, and Sade was certain that Adeleke had not yet heard or she would have visited by now, crying and protesting that she had to share her new house and her new city with her younger sister.
“Nothing’s wrong,” Sade lied.
“I can see something’s wrong,” Achike said. “You can’t fool me. Just because I didn’t go to school doesn’t mean I’m stupid. You can talk to me, you know, about anything.”
“It’s nothing,” Sade repeated.
“Well, if you want to talk, I’m here,” Achike said solemnly. She knew he meant it. He meant every word of it. She felt grateful to have a friend like him.
“I heard my parents talking,” Sade opened up under Achike’s caring gaze. “They were talking about Europe. And Father has lost his job. Mother wants to send me to a beauty college. I think it’s in the city, with my sister and her husband, but I won’t go. I can’t go.”
She didn’t have to say that she couldn’t go because she would miss Achike too much. She could see on his face the flicker of worry that she would be made to leave.
“Have you asked them about it?” he asked.
“No, I wasn’t even supposed to hear,” Sade said.
“You could be wrong then,” Achike suggested. “Maybe they’re just sending you for a week and then you’ll be back. Maybe just a month. Maybe you heard everything wrong, maybe it’s Adeleke and her husband who are moving to Europe.”
Sade nodded. Achike’s words made her feel hopeful.
“Besides, I wouldn’t let you leave for beauty college,” Achike said, smiling now that he could see that Sade was more cheerful. “You don’t need a beauty college, you’re beautiful anyway.”
Sade hit him playfully on the arm. He ducked away from her, laughing. Now that she had aired her worries, Sade felt better. She could relax. She believed Achike, that he wouldn’t let her leave for beauty college. She could leave and never come back, or she could stay here and never leave, she did not mind which, as long as she was with Achike.
A few weeks later, Sade had forgotten all about what she had overheard. If not forgotten, at least she had put it to the back of her mind, where it lay dormant, unobtrusive to her thoughts, never stirring.
Adeleke and Ikenna visited, bringing with them perfume for Mother, some books for Father, and toys for Bunmi. For Sade, they brought nothing. At least, that is what she thought at first. Over dinner, she grew more unnerved as they mentioned they do have a gift for her. The greatest gift of all, Adeleke smiled. Mother smiled at that, a knowing look passing between them. Sade realised that her parents were in on this gift, this surprise. She decided, right then, that she hated surprises. She could not stand them at all.
“What is this gift?” Sade asked, turning her attention to Ikenna. Adeleke smiled indulgently, as if she was too slow to understand, and Ikenna smiled too, his eyes focused on Sade.
“Later, you’ll find out later,” he said, waving a hand dismissively.
Mother served another meal of feast-like proportions, but Sade could barely eat, so nervous was she that her stomach felt full of lead or dust. Yes, she thought, her stomach felt full of dry, hard, arid soil from the fields that circled the town.
“You’ve got to eat,” Adeleke chastised her from across the dining table. She opened her mouth as if to say more, but a simultaneous look from Mother and Ikenna silenced her. She picked up her fork and lifted a potato to her mouth, looking down at her plate, abashed.
When dinner was finished, Sade stood to begin clearing the table, but Mother waved her off.
“Bunmi, you can take care of the table tonight,” she said. Bunmi jumped to her feet and began stacking plates. “Sade, you can join us in the living room.”
“Will I find out what this gift is?”
“Yes, dear, you will.”
Sade followed them into the living room, her palms damp with perspiration and her heart racing. Father sat down in his armchair, looking relaxed, though he looked uncertainly at Ikenna as he sat down on the sofa. Adeleke sat on one side of her husband, hands folded neatly in her lap, and Mother sat down on his other side, so he had to shuffle up to make room for her voluptuous figure.
“My gift?” Sade pressed, still standing.
“Your gift is the future,” Mother said, clapping her hands together, smiling. “A wonderful, bright future for you. How wonderful.”
“I don’t understand.”
Ikenna cleared his throat. Mother turned to look at him, her face lit up with a smile.
“I’ll let Ikenna tell you, it was his idea after all,” Mother said. “And it’s thanks to him that we can grant you this wonderful gift.”
There was a clattering of plates from the kitchen and Bunmi called out her apologies. She shouted that nothing was broken.
“For goodness sake, be careful in there, girl,” Mother shouted back.
Ikenna waited until Mother had nodded at him to tell her. Sade was almost shaking with nervous anticipation.
“I have some friends in the city who regularly go to Europe; for work, for education, for a variety of reasons,” Ikenna said. Sade’s mind was flooded with the argument she had overheard between her parents. Mother had won, she thought sadly. Ikenna continued, his voice clear. “They are all very rich, thanks to these visits to Europe, I should add.”
Mother gave a girlish giggle at this. Sade stared at Ikenna, waiting to hear more.
“Some of my friends have heard of a beauty college in Italy, which takes young girls from Nigeria, well, all over Africa, but mostly Nigeria, and trains them to work in salons.”
“You can learn to do hair, and make-up, and nails,” Adeleke said excitably.
Ikenna shot a look to silence her. She fell silent immediately.
“Anyway,” he said pointedly, and Adeleke looked down at her lap, embarrassed. “They are always looking for new candidates to take on and train. As you’ve just finished your education here, I suggested to your father that he might consider sending you to Italy to train as a beautician.”
“You can earn good money there,” Mother added. She looked at Father. “And with your father out of work, you would be saving the family.”
Sade could not speak. Her throat was dry and coarse, and she felt like if she tried to speak only dust would come out. Her palms, in contrast, were damp and sticky with sweat, as were her armpits. She wished she could leave, could pretend none of this was happening, but Ikenna went on.
“The college will take care of your flights to Italy and your accommodation once you arrive there,” he said. Mother smiled brightly at this. She loved when other people paid for things. “Then, when you start earning money, you can pay off what you owe them. Once you’ve finished your training, of course.”
“How long will I be in Italy?” Sade asked.
Mother and Father exchanged worried glances. Sade was terrified about the answer. Ikenna confirmed her worst fears.
“A few years. The training is very thorough, I’ve been told, and then you’ll work at a salon to pay off the loan the college has granted you.”
“I don’t want to go.”
“Sade don’t be so rude,” Mother snapped at once.
“I can’t leave,” Sade insisted. “I won’t.”
“It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Ikenna said.
“It really is,” Mother nodded fervently. “And you’ll earn good money. Think of the skills you can learn and bring back. You could open your own salon when you return, if you like.”
“I don’t want to go.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mother insisted. “You’re being childish.”
“If I’m so childish, I shouldn’t be flying all the way to Italy.”
“I told you she’d act like this,” Adeleke chimed in.
“The fact is, the college has already loaned you the money,” Ikenna said, ignoring Adeleke as if she were a fly on the wall or, worse, as if she were not there at all. “They’ve paid for your flights and got your accommodation ready. You can’t say no now.”
“Well, you should’ve asked me before you took out the loan,” Sade said. “You can pay it back yourself for all I care, because I’m not going.”
“You are going,” Mother interceded, putting a placatory hand on Ikenna’s arm as he leant forward, as if to argue. “You heard what Ikenna said, it’s a brilliant opportunity. Your Father has lost his job and we need you to earn some money, not waste your days going for walks all the time.”
“But, Mother –”
“And the college has already leant you the money. It’s thousands of euros they’ve spent on your flights and your living quarters already. You’ll go, you have no choice. That’s the end of it.”
“But –”
“Go to bed,” Mother said, almost shouting. “You are obviously overtired. You should’ve eaten more at dinner. In the morning, you will come downstairs and thank Ikenna for this wonderful opportunity, and you will help me organise your leaving party.”
A thick dread filled Sade from head to toe.
“When are the flights booked for?”
“You leave for Italy in two weeks,” Mother replied.
Sade ran up to her room, slamming the bedroom door behind her with a bang, ignoring Mother’s angry shout from downstairs. On her bed, she buried her head in her pillow and cried. Everyone was right, it was a wonderful opportunity, but it was not wonderful for her. She had everything she wanted already, right in this town. She need only go down the road and she was exactly where she wanted to be. At this thought, she felt physically sick. Tears trickled down her face, thick, wet, salty tears that slid between her lips and rolled down her chin. She wondered how on Earth she would break the news to Achike. For she knew that she would be going to Italy. She could kick, and fight, and protest all she wanted, but as Father had learnt, and know she was learning, Mother always got her own way.




CHAPTER FIVE



If Sade had thought the preparations for Adeleke and Ikenna’s wedding had made Mother manic, she had underestimated her. For all Sade’s moaning and protests, Mother had steamed ahead with the plans for Sade’s studies in Italy like she imagined a train ploughed through anything that got in its way. For Mother, it was more than education, more even than a travelling experience. It was as if her dreams had come true, her desire for respect and admiration and adulation made solid.
The neighbours talked about Sade going to study abroad, thrilled and impressed for her. Mother, of course, did everything she could to encourage such talk and Sade had never seen her with such a wide smile as when Nikeasha and her husband, the gambler, congratulated her and Nikeasha, with a look of jealousy that not even a false smile could hide, said she was pleased for them. Even Sade got some perverse satisfaction from the look on her face.
As the days went on and Mother made more plans; for her leaving celebrations, for the future, for everything, Sade became increasingly anxious. Not only for Italy, for she had blocked all thoughts of the place from her mind, as hard as that may be to imagine, with Mother so frantically trying to ensure everyone in the town was talking about it, but Sade had still not told Achike her news.
She dreaded the look on his face, the joke he would tell to hide the hurt he was feeling, the way he would reassure her when he himself was breaking inside. She had not seen him since she had been told of the plans. She knew that as soon as he set eyes on her, he would know. He would ask her, and she would tell him. She could keep nothing secret when he looked at her with those beautiful blue eyes, and so she had avoided him.
Even when he had tapped on the window, precariously hanging from the tree that grew up from Hasana’s yard, she had pretended to be asleep and listened with tears in her eyes as he had tapped and tapped and, eventually, dropped from the tree and returned home. She had wiped the tears when Mother came in, wondering if perhaps a bird was at the window making all that noise, and Sade pretended to be asleep still, until she did eventually drift off beside her sleeping sister, only for her dreams to conjure up Achike’s face and torture her further.
With Mother spreading the news to anyone who would listen, Sade knew that it was only a matter of time before Achike found out. She knew he would be heartbroken, but at least if she told him first, before he heard it from someone else, then she could still look him in the eye, she hoped, without feeling ashamed that she was leaving him, ashamed that she was making him break his promise; the promise he had made to her, that he would see her every day forever more.
It was with trepidation that Sade slipped out of the house, Mother so enthralled in a recipe book, looking up ideas for the extravagant leaving party she was preparing, that she did not even hear her leave or call out goodbye.
As she walked slowly down the road, kicking up dust with her sandals, her feet heavy with every step she took, she wondered, half-heartedly, not daring to hope, that Achike would say they could runaway together, that he would propose to her and whisk her off to the city or perhaps out of the country all together, anywhere, as long as it was just them. Maybe, she thought, he could come with her to Italy. But the beauty college would not pay for him, and she knew he would not be able to afford it. And besides, all dreams of running away together, of eloping, shattered like hardened dirt under the hoof of an ox, when she remembered that he would never leave his dying mother, nor his work-hardened and lonely father. As much as he loved her, he couldn’t abandon his parents. And she couldn’t ask him too, as much as she wished she could. She was not that selfish, and she knew Achike wasn’t either. He was waiting outside his house. The sun was high in the sky. It was noon. She wondered if he had waited outside his house every noontime, hoping she would come, perhaps worried she was taken ill or had tired of him.
Oh, the truth was so much worse than the terrible things he could possibly have imagined, Sade thought as she approached him. He smiled at her.
“I knew you’d turn up eventually, if I waited long enough,” he said breezily, not a hint of frustration or annoyance in his voice. “My mother told me not to lose hope.”
“She’s a wise woman,” Sade said quietly.
“You want to walk?” Achike asked.
Sade nodded. They wove their way through the building site, and she sensed Achike’s mind racing as he walked beside her, his sandals clapping against the dusty concrete foundations beneath their feet. He was wondering what was wrong; she knew he could sense the trouble on her mind, could probably read the fear and uncertainty and dread on her face as clearly as if she had written her true thoughts down in a letter scrawled upon her skin.
“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked, as he held the chain-link fence apart so she could slip between the gap. He ducked through after her, the gap closing behind them with a light clink of metal-on-metal. 
“What do you mean?” Sade asked. It was a futile question; they both knew she had something on her mind.
“Come on, you can tell me,” he said lightly, though she sensed his anxiety to hear what was troubling her bubbling beneath the confident tone of his voice. “We’ve been through this game before. We can trust each other. We can tell each other anything. Everything. Come on.”
Sade sighed. They were walking slowly through a freshly ploughed field, the dust flying in all directions in the hot, arid, airless breeze that swept across them from the south of the town.
As she told him everything, she made sure to state that it was not her idea, not her wish, that she would much rather stay here in town with him. Still, he kept quiet and listened. When she finished telling him, he was silent for a long while.
Eventually, he spoke.
“Two weeks until you leave?” he asked.
Sade nodded. She daren’t speak for fear she would cry. The silence broke her anyway, and tears filled her eyes. She stopped walking, put her face in her hands and cried. She felt Achike wrap his strong arms around her. He kissed the top of her head as she clutched his t-shirt and wept into the soft, white cotton, unable to stop the tears from flooding her face and soaking the front of his t-shirt.
“Please don’t hate me,” she said, through her tears.
“I don’t hate you,” he said. “I don’t hate you, I never could. I lo–”
He stopped, falling silent. Sade wiped her eyes with her fingers, laughing at the mess she had made of his t-shirt. He shrugged.
“It’s only a t-shirt,” he said. “You’re more important than this old rag.”
She smiled, touched by his tenderness.
“What were you going to say?” she asked him. “You can’t hate me because –”
He blushed and averted his gaze.
“Nothing,” he said, as if struck shy by her questioning gaze. “It was nothing.”
Sade let the subject drop, though she knew that the very fact that Achike insisted it was nothing meant that, in all probability, it most definitely meant something.
Now that Achike knew of the plans, Sade found herself craving his presence more than ever. It was as if now they felt the urgency, the finality, of their afternoons together, for it would only be two weeks until Sade would be gone to Italy.
“I’ll wait for you, you know,” Achike said one afternoon, the day after he learnt of her news. “I won’t marry, I won’t even think of anyone but you.”
Sade beamed at this. He had made another promise and she knew that he would not break it.
“Just don’t run off with some Italian man and leave me heartbroken,” he quipped, and Sade laughed, reassuring him that she would not, knowing he was only half-joking in his cajoling.
“Will I be invited to your leaving party?” he asked, eyebrow raised, propping himself up on the shaded grass beneath the tree they lolled beneath. It was the tree they had raced to weeks before, when Achike had won the right to ask her any question, a question to which she must answer truthfully. She had promised him.
At the questioning look Sade gave him, he sighed.
“I was in my mother’s room,” he explained. “The window was open, and I heard your mother asking the neighbours to come. It sounds like a great party.”
He sounded put out that Mother had not been to his house with party invitations. Sade frowned.
“I can try and talk to Mother, maybe –”
Achike held up a hand.
“No, there’s no need.”
Sade silently questioned him with her narrowed eyes.
“Why?” she asked. “Don’t you want to come and say goodbye?”
“It won’t be goodbye, more of a see-you-soon,” Achike smiled. “Anyway, I thought I could throw you a private party. Just you and me. We can see whose is better, mine or your mother’s.”
“You’ll win,” Sade said instantly.
“No pressure, then.”
“So…what will your party be like? Will there be entertainment? Music? Any food? And where will it be?”
Achike tapped his nose with a finger.
“You’ll find out in time,” he said mysteriously, lips twitching. “As for the entertainment, surely I’m all you need?”
Sade laughed, playfully hitting him, though they both knew he was right. She would quite happily trade all Mother’s plans and cooking and festivities for a day with Achike.
The sun began to set in the sky, the tree they were ensconced in casting a long shadow across the dry, yellow ground.
“We should be heading home,” Sade said sadly.
Achike jumped to his feet and offered a hand. She clasped his and he pulled her to her feet. She patted herself down, dust falling to the ground from her dress. Achike did not let go of her hand, clutching it in his own for a moment, before he released it, giving her hand a gentle squeeze with his. Sade smiled at him. He smiled lovingly back at her. The shadow grew longer as they stood there, looking at each other and smiling.
“We should get back before sundown,” Sade said.
“We should,” Achike agreed.
Still they stood there for several minutes longer, before Achike seemed to shake himself back from his daydreams and hurried forward, his legs skipping nimbly across the parched landscape. Sade hurried to keep up, her skirt billowing behind her, her sandals clapping the ground with every step she took. Achike slowed and waited for her to catch up, then walked at the same pace as hers, their walk falling into rhythm with each other.
As they clambered across the building site, shadows loomed from the stark, half-finished structure. A bird called out from some hidden perch above them. When they reached the street and Sade waved goodbye and headed up the road, her pace hurried, towards home, darkness fell, the shadows disappearing along with the sun and the light.
As news of her plans to travel to Italy to further her education spread across town, Sade realised that beneath the well-wishes and congratulations, behind the smiles and the nodding faces and bright eyes of her neighbours and friends, they were jealous. Jealous that she was going abroad, jealous of the chance she had been given and they had not. Sade wanted to scream that there was no need to be jealous, that she wanted more than anything to stay in the town like everyone else had been allowed to, but that would have brought down Mother’s wrath. And besides, it seemed to Sade that it would add insult to injury to insist she did not want to go to Italy when most of her neighbours would die for the chance to travel there and make good money.
Ife, her friend and classmate since they were little, gasped when Sade delivered her the news. She had heard, through her parents, who had been told by Mother (of course, Sade realised, nobody could spread news faster than Mother). Ife was not jealous. One of the few of her former classmates who weren’t. She was too shy, too quiet and too kind-hearted to be jealous of anyone. She hugged her close and congratulated her.
“You’re so lucky,” Ife whispered, as if it was a secret and Mother was not, even at this very moment, telling people of the news as if it deserved a place on the news channels. “You’ll have a wonderful time. I’ve always thought being a beautician would be such a glamorous job. You’ll be perfect for it.”
Sade smiled. Ife’s enthusiasm was contagious. She even, for a moment, stopped thinking, as she had been constantly, of Achike and the secret, private party he was planning for the two of them.
“I wish you were coming,” Sade frowned. “It would be so much better if you were there with me.”
“I wish I was too, but the flights and everything, it must be so expensive.”
“I didn’t pay,” Sade said. Ife looked round-eyed at her, mouth agape. Sade explained what she understood of the arrangement between the students and the beauty college that Ikenna had explained to her.
“And you didn’t pay a single penny yet?” Ife gasped.
“No, I’ll pay it off when I graduate and start work.”
“That’s amazing. Almost too good to be true,” Ife concluded.
“You should come,” Sade persisted. “I could ask Ikenna, my brother-in-law. He could ask his friends, or business associates, or whoever they are. I could ask him right now.”
Ife gave a squeal of excitement.
“Yes, ask him, ask him, please, ask him!”
It took an hour for Sade to persuade Mother to consider sending Ife with her to Italy. Mother did not want to have to share her triumph with Ife’s parents, but Sade persisted, and Mother knew that she would be far more complacent in leaving if her friend could go too. Mother put a call through to Adeleke, who called Ikenna, who came back minutes later with a decision. He said he had spoken to the beauty college representative and that Ike would be welcome too. He said he had never met her, but that she would be welcome. Sade rushed around, sandals slapping the pavement as she ran, to Ike’s house and broke the news to Ife and her anxious, bated-breath parents. They all squealed with delight and hugged each other, and then hugged Sade, when she told them Ife would be coming too.
With Ife’s place at the Italian beauty college confirmed, Sade felt more at ease about leaving the town. Though she would still miss Achike, and longed to stay with him, she knew that with Ife at her side she would not be too homesick and then when they graduated and paid back the loan from the college, they could return to the town together, triumphant, successful beauticians.
“Maybe we could start up our own beauty parlour together when we get back,” Ife suggested, a few days later, excitedly giggling at the thought. “Wouldn’t that be great?”
“Yes, it would be,” Sade agreed.
With one week left until they left for Italy, Adeleke and Ikenna made the drive back home from the city to spend the week at the house. Adeleke had come back under the pretence of seeing off her younger sister and helping Mother with the party preparations, but Sade and Bunmi secretly suspected that she just did not want to be left alone in a large city house cooking and cleaning for Ikenna’s parents when he was not there to taper their fierce disapproval of her.
Ikenna had come to ensure that the girls were prepared for travelling. The evening they had arrived, Sade sat down for dinner and listened as Ikenna spoke, mainly to her, about the beauty of Italy. Though he had never been, he described what his associates had told him about the beaches, the coastline, the cities and the architecture. It sounded beautiful. If Ife was here, Sade thought, her friend would probably collapse with excitement upon hearing the wonders that Ikenna described over Mother’s freshly broiled chicken and rice.
He turned serious as dinner ended and Bunmi set about clearing the table. He told them that the beauty college had been treated badly by students in the past, that girls had run off without repaying their loans. Sade insisted that neither she nor Ife would do such a thing. Mother guaranteed that she would skin both girls alive like she did the chicken they’d just eaten for dinner if either of them did such a thing. Ikenna insisted that, whilst he trusted them, the beauty college could not afford to take such risks. There was only one thing for it. The girls would have to make a binding, religious contract to promise to repay the money that they had been loaned by the beauty college.
Sade hesitated. Mother was all for it, insisting that if Sade was a truthful, respectable girl then she would have no qualms about doing it. Father seemed less sure, but Ikenna, in his clear, confident voice, talked him round. Adeleke kept quiet throughout the discussion, glancing at her husband as if she wanted to speak, but then saying nothing. Sade eventually agreed.
It was a terrifying prospect although she knew that she had no reason to be afraid. As long as she kept her promise and repaid the beauty college the money she had been loaned, everything would be fine. Still, she sweated and had nightmares, tossing and turning in the bed until Bunmi kicked her hard in the bottom and told her off for waking her up in the middle of the night with her murmured night terrors.
She had grown up, as had most of the neighbourhood, hearing horrific tales of what happened to people if they broke the oath they had made. She was making a loyal oath to the beauty college, their only guarantee that if she failed to repay the loan, she would be cursed. Nobody could break the Juju without dire consequences. The Juju, Ikenna had promised, would bring her luck in Italy, but if she disobeyed her new employers, she would be struck by misfortune, illness, tragedy, perhaps even death. Anything horrible could happen if you broke the oath. The spirits that ruled the world and the after world would unleash all kinds of vengeance on those who broke their oath.
The nightmares continued for the rest of the night; her dreams filled with despair and longing, witchdoctors and blood, tragedy and loss and illness and it was all her fault, all because she had refused to repay Ikenna and his associates and the beauty school.
When she awoke in the morning, Bunmi was already out of bed, glaring angrily at her, eyes red and blurred from lack of sleep. Sade sat up, finding the sheets drenched in hot, sticky, smelly sweat that still squeezed itself out of her pores and onto the bedding.




CHAPTER SIX

The Juju ritual was to be performed by a priest that Ikenna had found, a few miles to the east of the town. Mother was to attend, along with Ife and her parents, and Ikenna would drive them all there in his car. Father was still looking for work, going door to door this time, a terrible thing for a man as proud as him to have to do. Adeleke offered to stay at home and look after Bunmi, though everyone knew Bunmi would be out playing with her friends and that Adeleke was only staying because she was too scared of the Juju priest to come with them. Sade did not blame her, as Adeleke waved them off.
“There would have been no room in the car for her anyway,” Ikenna said, as he turned on the engine and drove out of the yard.
They drove out of town and down a bumpy road. Sade was beginning to drift to sleep, crammed into the backseat with Ife’s parents and Ife half-hanging out of the window, perched on her father’s knees. Mother sat in the front seat, her bulk too wide for her to squeeze herself into the back, though nobody had dared mention such a thing to her.
Sade’s eyelids flickered when Ikenna called out.
“Here we are,” he said.
Sade jumped awake, instantly on edge as Ikenna jerked the steering wheel, guiding the car off the main road and down an even bumpier dirt track towards the Juju priest’s compound. Ikenna had referred to it as such earlier, but it was just a few shacks built around a dirt courtyard of sorts, with a few chickens running around and dark eyes peering from even darker doorways.
The chickens clucked and jumped over each other to get out of the way. Ikenna stopped, hitting the brakes hard, so that everyone spluttered as the seat belts dug into them and Ife almost flew out of the open window.
“Sorry,” Ikenna muttered, cursing as he turned off the engine with his key and threw open the door. “Bloody chickens.”
With the engine off, the chickens calmed, resuming their leisurely pace, pecking at the ground. The ground looked parched and dead to Sade as she climbed out of the car, everyone scrambling over each other to get out of the back seat and the hot, stifling stickiness of the car. She wondered how long the chickens would live; if they really found sustenance in the dirt, or if the juju priest and his family fed them to keep them alive, at least until they produced no more eggs and were ready for cooking or were needed for some ritual.
The juju priest came out from his hut, looking at them all in turn. Sade tried not to recoil as his eyes, dark and staring, lingered on her. He was an old man, grey haired, a leathery, wrinkled face, frail body and yellowing teeth. She supposed he did not need physical strength, not when he had such mystical powers at his disposal.
A younger man, tall, broad-shouldered, and darker than the old man came out from the same doorway. He was wearing deep crimson robes that fell to his ankles. He smiled at them all, greeting Ikenna with a handshake. Sade saw Ikenna shove a bundle of notes into the man’s open palm.
He introduced himself as the priest. Sade did a double-take. The old man she had presumed was the juju priest sauntered away, the chickens not even flinching as he went, perhaps realising he was no threat to them, tottering along with a hunched back and shuffling gait.
This tall, handsome man was the juju priest. Ife and Sade exchanged anxious looks. Ife’s parents huddled together, as if the priest would pick them off one by one if they strayed too far from each other. Even Mother seemed quiet and withdrawn in his presence. Only Ikenna smiled and seemed at ease in his company.
“Come with me,” the priest said, beckoning to Sade and then Ife.
Sade looked at Mother, who gave a brief nod of her head, almost imperceptible, but not to the priest.
“Your mother is right, you’re safe here, you’ll be fine,” the priest said, still beckoning. Ife stepped gingerly forward, and the priest smiled. Sade, emboldened, walked forward.
“Would you like to come in too?” the priest asked, looking from Mother, to Ife’s parents, then to Ikenna. Ife’s parents shook their heads, and Mother hesitated.
“It will work better without us in there,” she said, the fear in her voice evident to Sade. Her fear was contagious. Nothing scared Mother. “You go on in, girls.”
She nodded to Sade, then to Ife. Ikenna sighed.
“I’ll go in with them,” he offered. Ife’s parents and Mother nodded fervently, grateful that he was stepping into the void that they were too scared to fill themselves.
“First, girls, you must cleanse yourselves before you enter the shrine,” the priest said, gesturing towards the hut beside the one he had come out from.
Sade and Ife went in and stripped down, dropping their clothes onto a bench made of entwined vines and tree branches, both embarrassed at the sight of each other’s naked bodies. They washed themselves with the lukewarm water that stood in the centre of the room, backs to each other so they did not have to endure the embarrassment of seeing each other’s private parts. When she had washed, Sade hesitated.
“Do we dress again?” she whispered to Ife. Ife used one hand to cover her privates, and her other arm crossed over her small breasts. Sade copied her, saving her modesty.
“I don’t know,” Ife replied, looking around as if the walls would tell her the answer. In this place, anything was possible, Sade thought, and shuddered.
“You don’t need to dress again once you’ve finished cleansing yourselves,” the priest called. Sade hesitated, and saw the uncertainty at the thought of stepping out of the hut completely naked was reflected in Ife’s eyes.
“Do not be afraid,” the priest called.
Sade took a deep breath and glanced down to check her hands were covering her intimate parts, and then hurried out of the hut. Mother and Ife’s parents were turned away from them, as if looking at the compound, though Sade knew it was to save their modesty, and for this she was grateful. Ife stepped out behind her, using Sade as a shield. The priest barely glanced at their naked bodies, before he drifted into the shrine, beckoning them to follow. Ikenna watched the girls, and Sade felt ashamed that her brother-in-law should see her naked, horrified at the thought of Adeleke finding out, and in an instant, she knew she would never tell her.
Sade followed the priest into the hut he had first emerged from, Ife close on her heels, and Ikenna bringing up the rear. The inside of the hut was dark and shadowy, one spacious room, lit only by candles that burnt in every corner. The juju shrine stood in the centre of the room, adorned with rattles, goblets filled with bright powders of green and yellow and red and the darkest black Sade had ever seen. Seashells, bones and dead, drying animals stood beside the candles, the flickering light illuminating one terror after another. Little figurines made from feathers and straw hung from the shrine and from the wooden beams that made up the ceiling. Idols, she recognised, remembering a tale Mother had once told her and Bunmi.
The girls stood in the centre of the room, before the altar, shivering slightly in the hut despite the heat outside beneath the sun. The water glistened on their dark skin. Ikenna remained quiet, watching from the entrance, immersed in shadow, and Sade did not know if his eyes were taking in the adornments, or modestly averted, or on the priest, or on her and Ife’s naked bodies. She shuddered at the thought of her brother-in-law’s eyes on her skin, her body that no man had ever seen, except for perhaps Father when she was first born.
Briefly, she thought of what Achike would say if he knew, then shivered at the thought of him seeing her naked body.
Mistaking her shivering for cold, the priest turned to her, looking her up and down as if only now realising the girls standing before him were naked.
“The ritual will not take long,” he said, before turning his back on them, fumbling for something on the altar. “Then you can get dressed. The oath is simple, quick, and painless.”
Beside her, Sade felt Ife shaking from the fear.
The priest turned. His hands closed to fists. Sade opened her mouth to ask what he was going to do, what the ritual entailed, but then his arms shot out, and his hands flew open, and bright white powder blew over the girls’ bare skin. He repeated it, until almost every inch of their body was covered in the thick white chalk. Sade recognised the smell from the classroom.
The priest turned back to the altar and then came forward to them, his fingers thick with a dark red paste. He smeared it over each of their foreheads in turn, the thick clay sticking to their skin like paint. Sade noticed, from the corner of her eye, a dead chicken lying on the floor at the foot of the altar. That was what the chickens outside were for, she realised. Not for eggs, nor food, but to be sacrificed to the spirits.
“Now you have been marked, the spirits will know which souls are being offered to them,” the priest explained, stepping back and rinsing his hands in a bucket of water behind the altar. Ife was still shaking. Sade thought she probably was too. “Now I will summon them to us.”
He began muttering incantations and then, midway through, he stopped. His eyes opened, and he glared at the girls.
“You must kneel,” he commanded.
Sade dropped to her knees instantly, barely registering the hard, unyielding soil beneath her bare knees. Ife, scared of being left standing without her, copied her, her knees hitting the floor with a dull thud.
“You will swear your oath now the spirits are here and have identified you each,” the priest said. “You must swear it. Repeat after me.”
“I swear this oath, and offer my soul as recompense, that I shall repay and honour my masters in Italy,” the priest said in his loud voice through the dark. The girls repeated his words. He went on. “I ask you, spirits, to witness this oath and to suffer me the consequences if I do not do as I have promised and sworn to do.”
Again, the girls repeated his words.
The candles flickered, one blew out as if by a spirit, and the priest fell silent.
“You have made the oath,” he concluded. “The spirits are gone. The ritual is over.”
He helped the girls to their feet. He turned his back on them, and Sade and Ife shuffled out of the hut, past an impassive Ikenna, and washed the clay and the chalk from their bodies in the hut next door.
As they pulled their clothes back on, Ife hesitated.
“Were you scared?” she asked.
Sade nodded.
“Me too,” Ife admitted. “I’m going to pay back their money, whatever it takes. After being in there, at that shrine, making that oath, I don’t want to anger those spirits.”
Sade led them out of the washing hut and across the dirt courtyard to their parents. Ikenna was saying goodbye to the priest, shaking his hand. The priest seemed at ease. Sade reminded herself that he was in contact with the spirits every day. He could control them, use them to cure ailments and to curse wrongdoers. As she climbed into the back seat of the car beside Ife’s parents again, she knew that Ife’s words were true. She didn’t want to anger the spirits either. As if hearing her silent decision, a wind whipped up dust in the courtyard and blew it over the car. The priest glanced at them, giving them a nod, then disappeared back into his shrine.
When Ikenna started the car and drove back down the bumpy dirt track towards the main road, Sade did not look back. She half expected to see spirits hovering over the altar if she did, watching her and Ife leave, as if waiting for them to break their oaths so they could chase after them, hunting them down, desperate for their blood and for their vengeance.




CHAPTER SEVEN

The sunset rippled on the horizon, heat waves distorting the lone figures of trees and buildings in the distance, far beyond the building site and the trickle of the stream, as if the world beyond the town was hazy and unreal. Sade watched in silence, pressed up against the hot glass of her bedroom window, her forehead sweating against the pane. She watched as the sun went from bright, glorious yellow, to a hot, fiery orange, and then to a dark red as it sank out of sight beneath the plains. For a beautiful moment, the sky changed from red to a deep, rich purple, then darkened to blue, the stars appearing as if a switch had been turned on, growing whiter still as the night became black with the night.
With darkness pressing against the window, Sade retreated, rubbing her forehead. The muffled arguments downstairs drifted up the staircase and beneath her bedroom door; Mother was giving Bunmi another sewing lesson and from what she could hear from the living room, Bunmi was just as bad a seamstress as Sade had been. She found herself smiling at the memory. So many memories in this house. She had been born on the kitchen floor, as Mother frequently reminded her; she had grown up in this house, fought with her sisters, listened to Father’s stories of his own childhood growing up in a tiny village; learnt to cook with Mother’s stern eyes on her back as she bent over the pot, trying to follow Mother’s instructions to the letter, lest she ruin dinner and face Mother’s disappointment. As she thought on it, Sade realised that all her memories were from this house.
At least all her family memories were here; there were many more memories that came from the building site, and the stream, and out on the plains, all of which starred Achike as the lead role. It was these memories that made her heart leap with excitement and longing.
Thinking of Achike, she drew the curtains, shutting out the night, and dressed in the intermittent, flickering orange glow from the light bulb hanging from the ceiling, a few moths already fluttering around it.
She had spent many nights choosing her outfit; but now that she was wearing it, she felt out of place. It seemed bemusing to be dressing so finely to meet Achike; whom she lay in the dust with, splashed with murky stream water, who she raced to the trees and with whom she could be herself.
Falteringly she gave a twirl like she had seen in the movies. The red, silken dress was one that Mother had made her for the party they had all attended a few weeks ago to celebrate the end of her education. The light, airy material reached her knees, the waist synched by Mother’s expert hand, and it was sleeveless, the buttoned collar tight against her neck. She undid two buttons at the top, so she could breathe, she thought, though she also knew it was partly for Achike’s sake too. Not that she was showing off her chest, she had too much respect for herself for such behaviour; but now she could breathe and, she thought to herself, looking down at herself, she looked like a beautiful Hollywood starlet, one of the old-fashioned, classical beauties that Mother liked, with just a flash of dark skin beneath the lapels of her dress.
She slipped on her red sandals, that Mother had bought at the market for her, and gave another twirl. She would be expected to wear this same ensemble tomorrow evening, for the goodbye party that Mother was throwing her. Tonight was the party she had been looking forward to more though. It was the private party that Achike had planned. All she knew was that she was to wait for him outside the front gate for him.
It was nearing the meeting time. She slipped quietly out of her room, switching the light off, almost hearing the dulling of the moths’ wings as the light they had sought vanished before their tiny eyes, and crept down the stairs.
She was careful on the stairs that she knew were creaky but, as she neared the foot of the stairs, she realised she needn’t have been so cautious. From here, Mother’s voice was louder as she chastised Bunmi from behind the closed living room door.
“You’ve stitched it to the pillow, you foolish, silly girl,” Mother cried out.
Sade went to the front door, grateful that Adeleke and Ikenna were out for the evening and that Father was already in bed; his struggle to find employment, despite his day long searches in the town, and the villages beyond, were taking their toll on his health, making him tired and miserable. He barely spoke now; even his appetite seemed to have faded.
Outside the front gate, Sade waited in the darkness. She kept an eye on Nikeasha’s curtains for unwelcome, prying eyes, but the windows were dark and there was no movement from beyond the curtains; no twitching off the white material; she must already be asleep.
Scuffled footsteps came up the street and Sade turned to find Achike walking across Hasana’s dusty yard, emerging from the blackness beneath the shadows of the huge tree that sprouted from her yard.
“You’re on time,” Achike smiled.
“As always.”
Achike raised an eyebrow.
“You look nice,” he said.
Sade looked at him. He was wearing faded blue jeans and his usual scuffed sandals, but he had acquired a new shirt; it was crisp, light blue. He had left the top two buttons of the shirt undone, and the collar was pulled up against his neck; he looked like a movie star too, she thought.
“You do too,” Sade smiled. She looked up into his face and saw her appreciative gaze reflected in his own eyes. There was an awkward moment of silence as they looked into each other’s eyes, drinking in the others appearance. “So, where’s this leaving party you promised me?” Sade asked, shifting on her feet, looking around, as if she would see balloons and cake and decorations in the street.
“This way.”
He took her hand and led her down the road. She wondered if he was throwing her the party in his house, but they passed the house with its darkened windows, and he led her instead onto the building site.
“Are you sure this is safe at night?” Sade asked.
“Of course,” Achike replied, sounding indignant. “I wouldn’t put you in danger.”
He guided her in the darkness as they ducked and weaved obstacle course that they usually navigated in the daylight hours; and then slowed, as if nervous. Sade saw a flickering, orange glow from behind a low, half-finished wall. She looked at him, but it was too dark to see his expression.
He squeezed her hand to reassure her and led her on. They walked the length of the low wall, Achike rightly guessing that Sade could not jump the walls as she usually did, given that she was wearing a dress of fine silk. When they rounded the corner and began walking the length of the wall on the other side, Sade saw the source of the flickering orange glow.
In the corner where two thigh-high cement walls intersected, a fluffy white blanket lay on the floor. A woven basket rested on the top, and two white couch pillows formed seats on the ground. Three candles were lit around the picnic area, their soft light making even this dusty, abandoned building site look romantic and beautiful.
“I know it’s not much, but –”
“You did all this?” Sade gasped, rushing forward, reassured now she could see the ground beneath her feet. Achike followed.
“Do you like it?” he asked, his voice nervous.
“I love it.”
Achike smiled brightly, proud. He gestured for Sade to take one of the pillows and she sat down, surprisingly comfortable, crossing her legs on the blanket. Achike sat on the other pillow, inching it closer to her. Sade did not comment.
As she drank in her surroundings, Achike pulled the picnic basket towards them and opened the lid.
“I can’t compete with your mother’s cooking,” Achike warned her. “But it’s the thought that counts, that’s what people say, isn’t it?”
“Some people say that,” Sade laughed.
In the basket, he had put a flask of water; some fresh fruit he must have bought at the market; and cut sandwiches, filled with fish, cheese, lettuce, ham.
“This must’ve cost you so much at the market,” Sade protested, as he spread the food around them. He beamed.
“You’re worth it,” he said simply. He gave her a chicken and tomato sandwich. She ate it hungrily, washed down with the cool water.
They were quiet as they ate; even when she’d had enough to eat, she ate a few more sandwiches, not wanting Achike’s shopping to have gone to waste.
When they had finished, Sade relaxed into the pillow, her back resting on the cement wall behind her. Achike pulled his pillow beside hers and did the same. She smiled at him in the orange light; his blue eyes were beautiful in the flickering burn of the candles.
“Thank you,” Sade said, almost a whisper.
Achike smiled, patting his stomach. Between them, they had finished the picnic.
“At least you won’t starve over there in Italy,” he said softly, half-laughing, but there was sadness in his eyes, Sade could see it, beyond the veneer of joy and excitement on her behalf. She knew why he was happy for her, why he encouraged her to enjoy herself; he knew her, and he knew that if he betrayed his true emotions, if he shed any tears, then it would make it all the harder for her to leave him. She felt emotions bubbling beneath the surface of her calm eyes as she thought of him fighting his own emotions just to save hers.
“You’re a wonderful boy,” she whispered. “You know that, don’t you?”
“No,” Achike replied. Sade looked at him, startled. His face creased in a grin. “I think you meant to say, I’m a wonderful man.”
“Oh, yes, of course, my apologies,” Sade laughed, resting the back of her head against the wall again. Achike smiled contentedly beside her.
Sade looked up at the stars. Now the sky was black, they shone bright, like silver sequins on the black velvet ball gowns she had seen Hollywood actresses wearing on the television.
Achike sat up and crawled to one of the candles. He blew it out. A spiral of dark smoke drifted up into the darkness and then it was still.
“What are –” Sade began, but Achike simply smiled.
“It’ll make the stars brighter, trust me.”
Sade watched as he crawled to each of the candles in turn and blew them out with a light breath. When he blew the last one out, he disappeared from her sight in the darkness. Her eyes seemed to burn with the image of the last, flickering candle as her eyes adjusted to the black. She felt Achike return to her side, his arm brushing against hers.
“Look at the stars now,” he whispered, his voice coming from the darkness.
Sade looked up at the sky. He was right. The stars now gleamed in the night, sparkling like diamonds. Now that she could see them so clearly, they seemed to multiply until there were thousands of them; some bright as the moon, some almost translucent; one shot across the sky, a blaze of silvery light trailing behind it. Sade gasped in wonderment; she had seen the stars every night of her life, yet it seemed that this was the first time she had really seen them before.
Achike shifted beside her and she felt his arm wrap around her shoulders. She cuddled into the crook of his arm, feeling the heat from his body absorbed by her skin; she heard and felt his gentle breathing. The hairs on his arms tickled the back of her neck and her shoulder lightly; where his skin touched hers, she felt her skin tingling.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
“Not as beautiful as you,” Achike whispered back, his voice light. “A million stars in the sky couldn’t compare to you.”
Sade nudged him playfully, but Achike was silent. Maybe it was not a joke to him. She felt her skin prickle with anticipation as she rested her head against his shoulder. His breath blew some of her hair, caressing the skin of her face. She could feel his chest rising and falling with each breath. She laughed softly, and felt his heart skip a few beats, the breath catching in his chest. Realising that she must have noticed it, Achike laughed too.
Looking up at the stars together, his warm skin embracing hers, Sade felt that she never wanted to leave, not Nigeria, not her town. Not Achike’s touch. After tonight it would be all the harder to leave him.
She felt him shift his weight and she turned to look at him. Her eyes had adjusted to the night enough to see him. His eyes were on hers. Her hand reached out and stroked his face, feeling the softness of his skin, the light stubble on his upper lip and beneath his chin, the signs that he was becoming a man, no longer a boy. Her fingers ran over his soft lips and he closed his eyes at her touch. She leant forward, pressing her lips against his. His mouth opened to hers, warm and soft. Their kiss was light but filled with longing. Her hands clasped each side of his face. The arm that had been wrapped around her shoulder slid around her waist, pulling her closer, their bodies pressing against each other. She felt her waist pressed against his lean stomach. His other arm draped itself around her neck, his fingers massaging the back of her neck, sending a ripple of pleasure down her spine.
The kiss became more intense as their arms clasped at each other. The arm around her waist ran up and down the small of her back; his hand on her neck ran upwards through her hair, his movements more urgent now. She pressed herself against him, one hand running down his chest, the soft blue cotton shirt beneath her fingers. She hesitated, but the deepness of their kiss encouraged her; with shaking fingers she undid a button of his shirt, then another. Achike’s body seemed to quiver with anticipation, his lips trembling upon hers.
Her hand slid beneath the cotton of the shirt and felt his chest. The skin was soft as his face; a small tuft of hair protruded from his chest bone and she stroked it, feeling his sinewy, lean chest muscles. He shuddered. Her hand slipped lower down his body, caressing his skin in a line from the tuft of hair down the smooth skin to his bellybutton.
He stopped, his lips pulling away from hers, his arms sliding from around her waist and neck, the urgency of their kiss evaporated into the darkness as his body withdrew from hers. He sat away from her and she saw his eyes wide, his lips still moist from their kiss.
“Did I do something wrong?” Sade asked anxiously. She inched forwards towards him, but he lifted a shaking hand to stop her.
“We shouldn’t do this,” he said, his voice uncertain even as his words were clear. “I should take you home now. It’s late, and if your parents realise you’ve been out with me -” 
He trailed off. He reached for the flask, as if to pack away their things. Sade reached for his hand and clasped it in hers. The flask fell gently to the floor as Achike released it from his grip. Their eyes met in, shining bright in the moonlight.
Sade stroked his face with her fingertips, saw that the look on Achike’s face was conflicted.
“I love you,” he whispered. His words, though quiet, were momentous to her as if he had shouted them into the night.
“I love you too,” she breathed back.
She kissed him. He responded, his hands sliding around her as her hands fell to his chest, sliding beneath the cotton shirt. She undid the remaining buttons, her fingers trembling slightly. If Achike noticed, he did not make a joke, did not laugh.
They lay back on the ground, Achike’s arm around her. His skin was warm, his fingers hot like fire on her skin as he traced a pattern up her arm, then along her shoulders.
“Are you sure you want -” he hesitated, his voice thick with longing. “We shouldn’t -”
“I’m sure,” Sade reassured him.
She had never been so sure of anything before.
He smiled at the desire that must have shown on her face. He kissed her again, his hands hesitating at the straps of her dress. Sade slid the straps down her shoulders. Achike gazed at her for a long moment, and Sade clasped his hand in hers and drew them to her breasts. The last of Achike’s hesitation seemed to evaporate as she felt the warmth of his palms on her body.
He kissed her neck, down her collarbone and then his lips went to her breasts. His kiss was gentle, loving. Sade moaned softly at his touch as his tongue found her nipples, and Achike glanced up briefly, smiling at the pleasure he was giving her.
Her back arched slightly, unable to stop her body reacting to the desire she felt burning through her. Achike felt it too, she could tell. He was pressed against her, and his body seemed to tremble when her shaking hands slid down his stomach, hesitating only briefly at the top of his jeans.
“We can stop,” Achike said, sounding almost nervous. “If -”
Sade shook her head, looking into his eyes, as she undid the button to his jeans. He closed his eyes as she undid the zipper, feeling his manhood hard in his boxer shorts. Achike opened his eyes and kissed her again, drawing her closer against him. They pulled each other closer, their skin hot against each other. Sade felt as if their bodies wanted to melt into each other, to be as one.
Achike gently rolled her onto her back, not letting his lips escape hers. Her desire for him was almost overpowering. He broke from the kiss only to slide her dress up. She moaned gently as his fingers gently pulled down her underwear, placing them beside her. He fumbled with his boxers. She looked down, barely lifting her head from the ground. She caught a glimpse of his manhood, and then Achike’s lips were on hers again.
Her body was aching as she felt him press against her. She put her arms around him, reassuring him that this was what she wanted. She wanted him more than anything. He slid inside her, and she gasped, clasping him tighter against her.
“I’m sorry,” he said at once. “Did I hurt you? I can stop.”
“No,” Sade said, relaxing herself.
“Are you sure?” Achike asked, concerned.
“I want this,” she managed. “I want you.”
Achike smiled. He kissed her again and Sade moaned into his kiss as he filled her. His body seemed to tense with the pleasure. He was gentle, tender, careful not to hurt her, his thoughts, as always, on her and not himself.
When he cried out as he climaxed, Sade pulled him tight against her. He fell still, breathing hard. She stroked his shaved head, catching her own breath, still feeling dizzying desire for him.
“I love you,” Achike whispered into the softness of her neck.
They lay together, wrapped tightly in each other’s embrace, for a long time. When they finally broke apart, Sade knew that they both felt the same, that this expression of deep love had been perfect.
Achike began packing up their things, his effort slow, reluctant to let the night end. Sade watched him, her body still longing for him. She helped him tidy the rest of the things into the woven basket. She stepped off the rug so he could shake it out and then he folded it, placing it neatly on the top of the basket. With one hand he clutched the basket; with the other he took her hand, his palms sweaty.
Sade let him lead her down the length of the wall, then back around the building site, his quiet voice guiding her over discarded bricks and tools that she would not have seen; only when they reached the edge of the building site and the start of the road did he fall silent and release her hand.
“How will you get back in the house?” he asked.
Sade considered it a moment. She hadn’t given it much thought, though now she guessed that she would not be able to go in through the front door without risking discovery. Bunmi would be in bed, her sewing lesson finished. Mother could be in bed or she could be in the kitchen; and Adeleke and Ikenna may still be up; they were staying in the living room on a mattress Mother had borrowed from Hasana for the occasion. A thought occurred to her.
“I’ll take a leaf out of your book,” Sade said, beginning to smile. “I’ll climb the tree in old Hasana’s yard and get in through the window.”
“What about your sister?”
“She can open the window,” Sade said, knowing her plan was the only option. “And besides, she won’t tell Mother. I might have to tell her where I’ve been, but she’ll probably guess anyway.”
“You’ll tell her about me?” Achike asked, a flicker of anxiety in his voice. “About tonight?”
Sade thought she knew the root of his anxiety; she too felt a flush as she thought of the closeness of their bodies, the urgency of their hands on each other’s skin, the intensity of their kiss, as if they were fighting through the barriers of their flesh to a higher sensation.
“Not everything,” Sade reassured him. “Anyway, she won’t tell anyone, don’t worry.”
Achike walked her to the foot of the tree in Hasana’s yard.
“Do you need help?” he asked.
Sade looked at the lowest branch and remembered that she was wearing a silk skirt that Mother would expect her to wear tomorrow.
“Erm, how do you usually do it?” she asked, turning to him.
Achike let out a quiet laugh.
“I’ll give you a hand.”
He cupped his hands together and bent down. Sade used his hands as a steppingstone and was able to clasp the branch. Achike lifted her weight as he straightened up, propelling her up until she was level with the branch. She clambered on, then looked down at him. He smiled up at her.
“Don’t fall off,” he said.
Her knees and arms seemed to tremble with the effort of balancing herself. She had a new respect for Achike’s ability to swing and climb the trees like a natural.
“I won’t,” she insisted.
She clambered from branch to branch, Achike standing beneath, watching her with a practised eye and guiding her occasionally, remaining beneath her as if he hoped to catch her if she took a misstep and fell.
After a few minutes, Sade was able to reach over from a high branch and rap lightly on her bedroom window. Bunmi’s head appeared, peering out of the closed window, rubbing her eyes to wake herself.
She caught sight of Sade and did a double-take. She threw the window open, peering out. She registered Achike on the ground beneath and then returned her gaze to Sade.
“Get out the way so I can climb in,” Sade said. Bunmi groaned, half-asleep, but shuffled away from the window. Sade looked down at Achike.
“Goodnight,” she whispered, so she wouldn’t disturb her sleeping parents. “It was a wonderful night.”
“Goodnight. Sleep well, beautiful,” came the whispered response, and then Achike was gone, off into the shadows and down the road.
She crawled in through the open window and peeled off her clothes, stretching out in bed beside Bunmi. She closed her eyes, picturing the candlelight dancing in Achike’s eyes. She felt the mattress shift and opened her eyes to find Bunmi staring at her. There was no trace of sleep in her eyes, she looked excited.
“Tell me everything,” she demanded. “Please, Sade, please tell me everything.”
Sade considered her. They should go to sleep, or they would be tired in the morning, but she had to tell someone about all the emotions rushing through her mind. She propped herself up on her elbow, facing her younger sister, and began to tell her everything.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Sade was awoken in the morning by Mother pulling the damp sheets off her body and slapping her lightly on the leg.
“I’ve let you sleep in because I want you fresh for this evening,” Mother said, her voice loud in the quiet stillness of the room. “But this is getting ridiculous. Come on, I want to show you how to make àmàlà iṣu before you leave.”
“You’ve already shown me how to make it,” Sade protested.
Her eyelids were heavy with tiredness, but Mother glared down at her.
“I want to show you again,” she insisted. “You can teach your new Italian friends how to make it.”
“They might not want –”
“It’s traditional, of course they’ll want to try it,” Mother said. She slapped her legs again and left the room, calling out behind her, “Downstairs in five minutes.”
Sade groaned and rolled out of bed. A cold shower did a little to awaken her and she walked into the kitchen just as Mother was preparing a cold bucket of water to throw over her.
“Ah, you’re ready,” she said, tipping the water down the sink. “I thought you might have needed help getting out of bed.”
Sade eyed the bucket, steadily emptying down the drain. The kitchen counters were laden down with food and ingredients for the celebrations tonight. Mother discarded the empty bucket and thrust a large bowl of grounded yam tubers at her.
“Put that in a pan and add hot water slowly,” Mother instructed. Sade took the bowl and did as she was asked. Slowly, under Mother’s scrutinising eye, the grounded paste thickened into dough. “That’s it, good girl,” Mother said, nodding as Sade stirred it gently. “At least one of my daughters can make a good amala,” she added, shooting a glare at Adeleke as she walked in and sat down at the table.
When the paste had thickened sufficiently into dough, Sade drained the hot water out and left the bread to cool on the counter. She helped herself to breakfast and sat with Adeleke. Her older sister looked worn out, and she was silent during the meal.
“How am I getting to the airport?” Sade asked Mother, as she joined them with a glass of water at the table.
“Your sister and Ikenna are driving you,” Mother replied. “You’ll have to stay the night with some friends of his tomorrow though.”
“Are they nice?” Sade asked, turning to Adeleke.
Adeleke shrugged in response. Mother gave her a curious look that Sade did not recognise, and then rose to her feet as steam hissed from one of the saucepans.              
“Duty beckons,” she sung, as she strode over to the stove, humming a tune under her breath.
Adeleke remained sulky and silent, so Sade retreated to the living room. Father was not there; out looking for work again, she presumed. Bunmi was out with her friends. Ikenna, Mother had explained as they had prepared the amala, was visiting with Ife’s parents to reassure them about the journey to Italy.
“You’re being accompanied by a female friend of his,” Mother had reassured Sade over the stove. “I wouldn’t have approved of you travelling with a male companion. She will look after you; see that you arrive at the beauty college. What an opportunity.”
Sade had nodded along with Mother’s talking. Her mind was drifting out of the kitchen window, down the road and across the building site to where they had sat and watched the stars last night.
She felt her heart flutter at the thought of Achike. Thinking of last night, his soft cry as he fallen against her, she felt a hot flush rise through her body, her face blushing, at the thought of how close they had been and, worried Mother would take one look at her and know what she had done, she made her excuses to leave her presence.
At noon, Mother instructed Adeleke to help Sade get ready. The sisters trudged up the stairs, Sade reluctant to spend time with her now that she was so quiet and sullen, but Adeleke seemed to perk up as she dressed Sade. When Sade mentioned the preparations for Adeleke’s wedding day, Adeleke fell quiet and moody again.
The guests that Mother had invited began to arrive mid-afternoon and the downstairs of the house was soon full of chattering and laughter and the tinkling of pots and pans and glasses. Sade joined them, thanking the guests for attending and for their compliments on how she looked. She was wearing the same outfit as she had worn last night, yet the guests’ compliments paled in comparison to Achike’s. She wished he could be here and, whenever these thoughts occurred, she frowned, prompting Mother to take her to one side and admonish her for spoiling the party.
“You may be sad that you’re leaving,” Mother would hiss, quietly so nobody nearby could hear, “But it’s your duty to smile and be happy for our guests. Stop frowning, child.”
Sade tried to keep smiling, keep up the pretence that she was happy to be here rather than off on the plains with Achike. Bunmi was excitable around her since she had shared her secret with her last night and Sade had to remind her not to tell anyone. Bunmi had promised, but her excitement was bound to arouse suspicions, especially from Mother. Adeleke traipsed around the party after Ikenna. He introduced himself and greeted everyone with a handshake and a smile, occasionally even a cheeky wink for the ladies, whilst Adeleke stood at his side, quiet and unobtrusive, blending into the background as successfully as a potted plant. Father returned and, from the look on Mother’s face after she had spoken with him in private, his search for employment had remained unsuccessful. Sade reminded herself that this trip could help support her family and smiled as Nikeasha and her gambler-husband greeted her.
“You’ll be away for a few years, I heard?” Nikeasha asked. Sade nodded and made her excuses to slip away from them as Nikeasha’s husband eyed her with hungry eyes. Maybe the rumours that he was a womaniser as well as a gambler were true, Sade thought.
She bumped into Ife and her parents, and feigned excitement for their sakes. She was grateful to slip out into the quiet hallway and take a deep breath. The door creaked open behind her and she turned. Hasana, their elderly neighbour, looked at her.
“I believe there’s somebody in my yard whose hoping for a moment of your time,” she said, her voice slow and loping, her arm trembling as she held herself upright with her walking stick. “Don’t keep him waiting dear,” she prompted, as Sade remained on the spot. Hasana winked, “Especially not a young man as enchanting and polite as him.”
Sade smiled tentatively and Hasana nodded as she headed for the front door.
“That’s right, child, off you go,” Hasana said. “Nobody will notice you’re missing in this crowded house.”
“Thank you,” Sade said, as she left the house and hurried out the front gate and down the road. Beneath the tree, his smiling face dappled in shade, was Achike.
“Sorry to interrupt your party,” Achike said.
“I’m glad to be away from it.”
“I just wanted to see you before you left,” he said. “Well, I always want to see you. But I couldn’t let you leave without saying goodbye to you.”
“You mean you wanted to check on me after last night?” she smiled knowingly.
“Always so wise,” Achike laughed. His expression turned serious. “You are okay though? You don’t -” He trailed off, and Sade looked at him questioningly. Achike sighed, embarrassed. “You don’t regret it, do you?”
“No, of course not,” Sade said.
She closed the distance between them, clasping his face in her hands and kissing him on the lips. Achike’s stance softened as he gave into her kiss. His arms wrapped around her waist. When they broke apart, they were both smiling.
“I’ve got a question to ask you,” Achike said gently, glancing around the yard, though they were perfectly alone. The wall around Hasana’s house sheltered them from the road.
Sade nodded for him to go ahead.
“I’m using my question,” Achike said. “That I won in that race to the tree.”
“So…I have to answer truthfully?”
“Yes, that’s the rules,” Achike nodded seriously.
“Okay, then I will.”
Achike hesitated. He clasped her hands in his and looked at her face, as if to build up the courage to ask whatever personal question he would ask, a question that he expected her to answer in complete honesty. He took a deep breath.
“Will you marry me?” he asked. His eyes penetrated hers and she felt her breath catch in her chest, her heart soar wildly, at the question he had asked her.
“Yes,” she whispered, without hesitation, without doubt; she loved with him with all her heart, all her body, her entire being, mind, body and spirit; she had no need to lie, for she saw that her love for him was reflected in his eyes, his love for her as deep and unwavering and beautiful as hers was for him. “Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.”
Achike smiled, his eyes creasing in delight. She threw herself into his embrace, and Achike held her tight against him.
“I’ll wait for you,” he promised quietly, his voice in her ear as they remained in their embrace, the sun flickering through the leaves of the tree and down onto their faces. “There’s nobody else for me either. Whilst you’re in Italy I’ll work hard, I’ll save my money. I’ll buy us a beautiful house and I’ll make sure you have everything you have ever dreamt of.”
“The only thing I’ve ever dreamt of is you,” Sade said, her voice breaking with longing and desire and love. “All I’ve ever wanted is you.”
Achike pulled away, cupping her face in his hands, smiling tenderly at her.
“Then both our dreams have come true, because all I’ve ever dreamt of is you,” he said tenderly. “And now we have each other; heart, mind and spirit.”
He kissed her lightly on the lips.
From the house next door, Mother’s voice drifted over the wall, through the branches of the tree, to where they stood.
“Sade, are you out here?” Mother called. “Guests are asking after you.”
They heard more footsteps in the front yard and Hasana’s voice joined that of Mother’s.
“Perhaps she went upstairs,” Hasana suggested, “I would go and check, but with my legs and my stick, I couldn’t possibly.”
“I’ll check upstairs, goodness knows where she’s gotten to,” Mother said, and retreated into the house.
Sade and Achike exchanged smiles.
“I should probably go back in before Mother sends out a search party,” Sade said, though she didn’t want to leave him. “You should come in, we could announce –”
“No, you should go alone,” Achike said, no trace of bitterness in his voice. “When you return, that’s when we can announce the news. When you’re independent, when your parents can’t disapprove of our marriage, then we should tell them.”
“Mother will still disapprove,” Sade sighed.
“But she won’t be able to stop you, not once you’re earning your own money. Not once you’ve lived in Europe.”
Sade smiled at him.
“You’re right, as always,” she grinned, kissing him lightly on the lips.
“What can I say, I’m a lucky guy,” he laughed. “And you’re a lucky girl, to be marrying me.”
He winked and Sade kissed him again, before she let go of his hands and went back to the house. It would be so much easier to leave the house now that she knew she would be returning to Nigeria to be married to Achike. It was as if her dreams had finally come to fruition; all those nights spent longing for him and he had proposed; she loved him with all her heart, and he loved her too, and when she returned, they would be man and wife and spend the rest of their lives together.
Hasana winked at Sade as she re-joined the celebrations, before Mother plucked her from the doorway and, fleshy hand clasping Sade’s arm in an unbreakable grip, steered her around the party to greet the guests who had arrived in her absence. It seemed that Mother had invited the whole town to the party; Ife, being a shy girl, was talking to her parents and a few of their classmates and avoiding the spotlight. Sade did not have that luxury, Mother determined to show her off and parade her around the party like a prized cow at market. Sade sustained herself for the rest of the evening with thoughts of Achike and what their married life would be like when she returned.
When the party began to wind down and guests began to leave, clasping Sade’s hands and wishing her all the best, Sade began to grow nervous about travelling tomorrow. She had never left Nigeria before and the butterflies in her stomach spiralled and twisted in an exotic dance that made her hands shake and her headache.
“Off to bed, you’ve got a busy day ahead of you tomorrow,” Mother commanded, seeing Sade yawn. “Careful not to wake your sister.”
Sade climbed into bed beside Bunmi, who had been sent to bed earlier by Mother, who had taken her excitement for overexertion and concluded she was too tired to stay up late with the grown-ups.
“Goodnight, Bunmi,” Sade whispered as she lay her head against the pillow, realising for the first time that tonight would be the last night she would be sharing a bed with her younger sister. She would miss the comfort of having her sister beside her as she slept, but when she returned, she would be sleeping beside Achike as his wife, and the dancing butterflies were replaced by shivers of desire as she drifted off to dream about him.




CHAPTER NINE

The car was packed early in the morning, when the birds were still flying high and crying out from trees, before the day’s heat wore them out and they disappeared to their nests and the shade. Bunmi was subdued, unusual for her, and Sade tried to avoid her, anxious not to upset her with talk of goodbyes. Adeleke was also subdued and seemed even more unhappy to be leaving than Sade was; Sade caught Mother giving her older sister a stern talking-to in the back yard when she thought nobody was around and whilst Ikenna was having a shower. Adeleke had wiped the tears from her eyes and stormed back into the house, leaving Mother shaking her head in disappointment.
Ife came over with her parents, who were both clutching at her nervously; obviously still anxious even though Ikenna had gone to great lengths to reassure them both that Ife would be fine. Sade gave them a reassuring look; they smiled back but then resumed their worrying as soon as Sade turned her back. Ife was nervous too, but excited, and she giggled whenever Sade spoke to her.
When Ikenna had managed to fit both girls’ suitcases in the trunk of the car, along with a bag that he and Adeleke had brought up from the city with them for their stay, he called, “Right everyone, the car’s loaded up, time to say goodbye.”
Sade took a deep breath and swallowed hard. She hugged Father first; he wished her luck and then left to knock on doors, asking for work again. Bunmi cried as Sade hugged her.
“I’ll miss you too, but I’ll be back before you know it,” Sade reassured her, trying not to cry herself.
“It’s too long,” Bunmi cried. Mother patted her on the back and embraced Sade. She held her at arm’s length, examining her, nodding.
“You’re a good girl,” she concluded. “You’ll make us proud. I know it.”
It sounded like a compliment, but Sade knew Mother meant it as a warning too; she would make them proud or she had wasted their time and Ikenna’s efforts to take them abroad. Sade smiled at Mother; she would miss her.
“I’ll make you proud, Mother,” Sade assured her.
Mother wiped at her eyes and put her hands on Bunmi’s shoulders as they both wept. Sade turned away, stifling her own tears, as she climbed into the back of the car. Adeleke and Ikenna were already in their seats at the front, Ikenna turning the key and starting the engine. Ife climbed in beside Sade, wiping at her eyes, waving to her parents through the window.
“Have fun girls,” Ife’s mother called, and Ife’s father nodded beside her.
“Make us proud,” Mother added.
Sade and Ife waved as Ikenna drove the car out of the yard and down the road. As they turned, Sade looked out of the rear window and saw Achike standing at the end of the road, by the building site. He was waving at her. She blew him a kiss and he returned the gesture. He was too far away for her to tell if he was crying, but she thought she saw him blow his nose on a tissue before they turned the corner and out of sight of Achike, and the house Sade had grown up in, and her family.
Ikenna drove them through the streets of the town, Sade looking out of her window at the familiar houses and roads and shops passing by. She wouldn’t see them for a few more years. She tried to take mental pictures so she could imagine them all when she got to Italy. Beside her, Ife was doing the same with tears in her eyes.
On the outskirts of town, Ikenna turned in his seat and looked at them.
“Say goodbye, girls, we’re about to hit the freeway.”
Under her breath, Sade bid farewell to the town she had been birthed and raised in; had hardly ever left; and to her friends and her family, and to her beloved Achike, whom she already knew was counting down the days, the hours, the seconds until her return home, just as she was.




CHAPTER TEN

Benin City, the capital of the state of Edo, rose out of the ground ahead of them on the freeway like a majestic, many-towered palace that stretched across the landscape. The hard, dusty ground that Sade had gotten used to during the dry season gave way to crop fields and leafy trees. She felt sweat cling to her brow from the humidity, the very air itself seemed to be thick with moisture, spurring the plants and crops on to grow higher and taller than she had seen in long months.
Ikenna knew the route through the city, and Sade and Ife looked out of the window awestruck at the huge buildings, the colleges, the parks and the complicated roads and roundabouts and underpasses that wove and weaved their way throughout the city. The traffic was thick on the roads and Ikenna swore and beeped the car horn on numerous occasions, making Sade and Ife jump every time a car beeped their horn back at him. Adeleke gave no indication of awe or excitement, and Sade realised she must have seen this view hundreds of time now during her marriage to Ikenna. Her older sister sat staring out of the windscreen, eyes on the cars ahead, seemingly oblivious to this unexplored world unfolding before them with each corner the car took down a new street, that opened to a whole new set of wonders that made Sade and Ife gasp.
“You’ll be staying with an associate of the beauty college for the night,” Ikenna told them, as he directed the car down another road and the tall buildings of the inner city began to give way to smaller blocks of houses in various states of construction, “Her name is Mama Jumoke. She’ll take you from her house to the airport tomorrow morning. I’ve got work and your sister has to catch up on housekeeping.”
He shot Adeleke a look, but her eyes remained fixed on the road ahead.
Sade continued to look out of the window until the car slowed down on a road of small but well-maintained bungalows and pulled up to the side of the road outside a house painted bright yellow. Washing hung on a line outside, barely moving in the stagnant, unmoving air. Various pots and pans were draining by the front door. The windows and door stood open to air the house out, Sade assumed, as Ikenna shut off the engine. Drawn by the sounds of the engine, a slim, dark woman in a white iro that fell to her ankles and yellow buba top came outside.
Ikenna greeted her with a handshake. Sade and Ife joined him, and he introduced them to her, before he opened the trunk and brought their suitcases over to them.
“I am Jumoke,” the woman said, smiling perfunctorily at each of the girls before her gaze hardened again. “You will call me Mama Jumoke.”
Sade and Ife nodded.
“You’ll stay here with me and my daughter,” Mama Jumoke said matter-of-factly. “Then we will go to Cotonou, the Benin City Airport, together tomorrow morning. From there, I’ll take you to Italy.”
“Sounds exciting,” Ife exclaimed. Mama Jumoke shot her a look and Ife fell quiet.
“You should say your goodbyes,” Mama Jumoke said. “I have housework. You’ll need an early night too. The flight is early.”
Sade turned to the car, where Adeleke was still sitting in the front passenger seat, looking out of the windscreen.
Ikenna gave an impatient sigh and went back to the car. He slapped the roof over the driver’s seat hard with the palm of his hand. The car bounced a little on its wheels. Adeleke looked at him; eyes narrowed, then climbed out of the car and joined them.
“I suppose this is goodbye,” Adeleke sighed. She stepped forward and hugged Sade close to her. “Enjoy yourself. You don’t know how lucky you are to have this opportunity.”
Sade squeezed her. Adeleke gave Ife a brief hug, nodded to Mama Jumoke and then retreated to the car. Ikenna hugged both the girls to his chest.
“You’ll have a great time,” he said. “Remember the juju. You want to do what they say. And make us all proud.”
Shivering at the mention of the juju, Sade waved goodbye as he climbed into the car and they drove away. She thought she saw Adeleke wave, but it could have been a trick of the light. They watched the car drive down the road and out of sight, and then Sade turned to Mama Jumoke, who was already ambling back to the house.
When they stepped into the doorway, a girl who Sade guessed was around their own age appeared in the shadowy corridor. She barely glanced at them.
“This is my daughter, Kokumo,” Mama Jumoke said, with a wave of her skeletal hand at her daughter’s retreating back. “She’s to be married soon.”
“How wonderful,” Sade said, smiling. Mama Jumoke ignored her, leading them to a shaded room at the back of the house. The window was open wide, but the heat was still sticky in this room. Two mattresses lay on the bare floor, a bundle of sheets on each.
“This is where you’ll be spending the night,” Mama Jumoke told them. Sade and Ife exchanged uncomfortable looks. The room looked bare and besides the mattresses was unfurnished. Even the mattresses looked unclean and uncomfortable. Mama Jumoke either didn’t notice their looks or ignored them. “I’ll have dinner ready in a few hours. You can help with housework if you like. Or you can stay in here.”
“Thank you,” Sade said courteously. Mama Jumoke retreated down the corridor. Ife went into the bedroom, but Sade hesitated.
“Oh,” Mama Jumoke said, stopping and turning to them. “Kokumo doesn’t like to be disturbed by guests. You’ll not bother her during your stay. She’s resting before she is married soon.”
“That’s fine,” Sade said.
Mama Jumoke narrowed her eyes at her, then went back outside, the banging and clanging of pots and pans drifting down the corridor through the open front door. Sade sighed and went into the bedroom. Ife was sat on one of the mattresses, so Sade took the other and lay down on it, the springs groaning loudly. It would be an uncomfortable night.
“I guess this is the start of our adventure,” Ife said.
They both looked around the room. A cockroach scuttled across the floor and disappeared through a dark crack in the bottom of the wall on the far side of the room.
“I hope Italy is better than this,” was all Sade could think to say.
Mama Jumoke had made fish and rice for dinner. The fish, she said proudly, was fresh this morning from the Benin River, twenty-five miles south of Benin City. Sade tasted the fish and savoured the salty flesh; it was good, far better than the fish Mother procured from the market back at home. Mama Jumoke sat with them to eat but her daughter, Kokumo, collected a bowl of food and retreated into the house, barely making eye contact with her house guests. When Sade smiled at her, Kokumo averted her gaze.
“Is your daughter okay?” Sade asked, after a mouthful of rice.
“She’s fine,” Mama Jumoke said, eyes narrowing. “She doesn’t like strangers.”
“Oh, maybe if we –”
“She doesn’t like strangers,” Mama Jumoke repeated.
They finished the meal in silence, Mama Jumoke bristling. When they had eaten, she insisted they go to bed even though it was still early.
“It’s an early plane we have to catch tomorrow,” she insisted. “The college has paid both of your flights. You made an oath, and if you miss it, it could evoke the spirits.”
Her warnings ringing in their ears, Ife and Sade bid her goodnight and settled on their lumpy, stained mattresses.
“I’ll wake you in the morning,” Mama Jumoke assured them.
Ife fell asleep quickly. Sade lay awake in the darkness, staring at the cracked ceiling. She thought of this time last night; had she perhaps been accepting Achike’s marriage proposal? Or laughing with Bunmi at the leaving party? Or being dragged around by Mother to meet all the guests before the party finished? She smiled in the darkness, cherishing all the memories, all the faces that she already missed though she had been gone only a day.
This was the first time she had not slept in the same bed as Bunmi, except the time when Bunmi had food poisoning and had spent the night in the bathroom being sick, comforted by Mother, who wiped her forehead with a damp cloth and murmured reassurances.
She wondered if Bunmi was missing her too, or if she was happy that she finally had the double bed to herself. She thought of Mother, whether she had perhaps spent another evening teaching Bunmi to sew or cook. Then she thought of Achike; she knew his thoughts would be on her, on their proposal last night. She thought of him as she battled against the mattress to fall asleep.
“Wake up,” Mama Jumoke shouted from the doorway. Sade opened her eyes and saw Ife groaning from her mattress. “I’ve made you food for breakfast. Eat that and then we’ll leave.”
“What’s the time?” Sade asked, rubbing her eyes and brushing tangled hair off her face.
“Time for you to get up,” Mama Jumoke replied, and disappeared around the door frame. Sade groaned and got up, helping Ife off the creaking mattress to her feet.
“How did you sleep?” Ife asked.
“It feels like I only just fell asleep and now we’re awake,” Sade replied.
“That’s how I feel too,” Ife commiserated with her.
They showered in the grimy washroom Mama Jumoke had pointed out to them the day before and then dressed and joined their host for breakfast. Kokumo did not show herself. Sade wondered if she had been allowed a lie-in.
“Is your daughter coming with us on the plane?” Sade asked.
“No,” Mama Jumoke said, “She’s staying here. My sister will look after her.”
“What about her father?”
“Dead.”
Sade and Ife murmured their condolences, which Mama Jumoke waved off, and then went to get their suitcases, which had been left in the hallway during the night.
“How are we getting to the airport?” Sade asked.
“Is it close?” Ife wondered.
“We’re being driven,” she said. “My friend is taking us.”
As if on cue, a horn beeped from outside and Mama Jumoke’s voice boomed, “The car is here,” though she was only a few feet away from them. Mama Jumoke’s friend, the driver, came in and carried their suitcases to the car, popping open the trunk to store them. Kokumo came out of a doorway and hugged her mother goodbye, before returning back inside. She gave no indication that Sade and Ife were even there. The girls exchanged a glance that earned them an angry glare from Mama Jumoke.
“You’re flying from Cotonou Airport, right Jumoke?” the man asked once they had all climbed into the car and had clicked their seatbelts into place. He glanced at the girls in the back seat. Mama Jumoke nodded, and he pulled away from the house.
The airport at Cotonou was a huge, sprawling building with large spaces and runways surrounding it. Sade and Ife gasped as the car pulled up to the departures section of the building and the driver shut off the engine.
“Here we are,” he said. He clambered out and opened the trunk, finding a metal trolley from nearby and loading the suitcases onto it. Mama Jumoke had no luggage. She was only taking them to the beauty college and was then returning home; she didn’t need to pack anything.
Mama Jumoke thanked him, kissed him lightly on the cheek, and she and the girls waved him off as he pulled away from the pavement and joined a row of cars heading for the exit.
“Be on your best behaviour,” Mama Jumoke warned the girls sternly, turning to face them, lowering her voice. “I’ve got your passports and you’re ID cards. I’ll keep them safe. You just need to behave and be quiet.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Sade said.
Satisfied by their promises, Mama Jumoke took control of the trolley and pushed it through the large doors beneath the huge ‘Departures’ sign in big letters on the wall. A long booth of counters ran the length of one wall. People milled around with luggage and passports, talking and arguing and laughing. Some people, dressed in pristine uniforms, greeted people and helped them, pointing them in the right direction. The people behind the counters also wore the same uniform and smiled pleasantly as Mama Jumoke approached with the girls at her side.
“Where are you flying to today, ladies?” the short, squat man asked.
“Naples, Italy,” Mama Jumoke replied smoothly, smiling at the man. He considered her a moment, glancing at Sade and Ife, then tapped something into the keyboard at his fingertips.
“Your ID’s, please,” he requested.
Mama Jumoke pulled out three passports and a ticket. She passed it over the counter. The man glanced at each of the passports, then at each of the women before him, then nodded. He passed everything back to Mama Jumoke.
Another uniformed worker put their bags on a machine that ran under the counter.
“Is that all the luggage that you’re checking in?” he asked.
Mama Jumoke nodded and Sade watched as the bags disappeared on the machine into the bowels of the airport.
“That’s all, then, boarding in two hours,” the man behind the counter said. He eyed them again and then turned his attention to the next people in the queue of passengers.
After going through a security check and waiting in the departures lounge in the stifling heat, their flight to Milan was called. Mama Jumoke ushered them along with her to their departure gate. A pretty, uniformed woman was checking tickets at the gate. Through the panel glass, Sade saw a huge plane awaiting them. She and Ife exchanged excited looks.
“Is that our plane?” Sade asked. Mama Jumoke looked impatient but nodded.
The woman checked their tickets and gestured them forwards. Mama Jumoke guided them to their seat. They were all in the same row, sat beside each other, and Sade ended up with the window seat.
“We can switch halfway through if you like,” Sade reassured Ife, who brightened at the suggestion.
“Tsk,” Mama Jumoke sounded as she buckled herself into her seat. “Silly girls, you won’t be able to see anything, just clouds.”
“Wow,” Sade and Ife murmured together. Mama Jumoke gave them a resigned look and promptly began snoring as soon as the captain had made an announcement over the loudspeakers.             
Sade clasped Ife’s hand in hers as the engines of the plane revved and the plane accelerated down the runway before their stomachs lurched and the plane was flying up into the sky, past the clouds, beyond sight of the buildings and even the city far beneath them. Ife began reading the book she had brought with her; it had been a leaving present from her parents. It was an Italian dictionary. Sade looked out of the window, but Mama Jumoke was right, and there was only blue skies and white clouds as far as the eye could see. The clouds looked like and comfortable; she wished she could’ve slept on a cloud rather than on the creaking mattresses in Mama Jumoke’s spare room. She smiled to herself, wondering what Achike would think if he could see her now, see what she was seeing. She savoured everything about the flight so that she could relay it to Achike when she returned and they were married; from the smiling air stewardesses in their uniforms, to the whirr of the air conditioning above their heads, to the seat-belt signs and the tiny bathrooms, even the tasteless, dry little snack that the stewardesses brought around in trolleys, giving out one to every passenger, even though Sade had no change on her.
She drifted to sleep and when she stirred Ife was excitedly hugging herself. Mama Jumoke was awake too.
“Make sure your seatbelt is fastened,” she commanded. Sade checked. She looked out the window and could see land beneath them. She nudged Ife and pointed.
“We’re landing soon,” she squealed in response. Sade clasped her hand and squeezed it in excitement. Ife returned the gesture, both looking out of the window at the land growing closer and closer beneath them.
The captain made another announcement on the loudspeaker. The plane landed with a bump that made Sade and Ife jump with fear, getting an indulgent smile from Mama Jumoke in response.
It took a long time to disembark from the plane and then they joined a queue to get through the airport. Mama Jumoke kept them close, telling them to keep close in a quiet voice. Security guards mingled with the uniformed staff here, checking passengers’ passports and tickets before they could go further into the airport. Sade and Ife huddled together, feeling anxious. Mama Jumoke seemed uncomfortable.
When they were called forward, Mama Jumoke showed their passports. The officer spoke in Italian, and Sade understood none of it.
“Do you understand him?” she asked Ife. Ife shook her head and Sade guessed the Italian dictionary had not helped her learn much Italian yet. There was still time. Mama Jumoke glared at them and Sade remembered they weren’t supposed to talk.
The officer spoke in Italian again and Mama Jumoke replied in English; both Sade and Ife could understand English, they’d spent their school careers studying it; after all, English was the official language of Nigeria.
The security guard looked at each of them closely, his eyes shooting back to Mama Jumoke regularly, but he sighed and nodded. He beckoned them through, and Mama Jumoke seemed to relax as she led them through the airport to collect their bags.
When they had them loaded up on a trolley, Mama Jumoke led them out of the ‘Arrivals’ section of the airport and took a deep breath of sunny, Italian air, breathing out with relief. Sade and Ife look at each other.
“Welcome to Italy, girls,” Mama Jumoke said, turning to smile at them.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Destra Volturno was a small town in the municipality of Castel Volturno, in south western Italy. Once a coastal haven for the rich city-dwellers of Naples, the town had run into financial troubles and now lay mostly forgotten, left to stagnate before it eventually had descended into squalor.
Overrun by gangs and the unemployed, most residents had long ago deserted the place. The unemployed multiplied in the town’s small row houses and deserted buildings, some sleeping on the streets and others taking over houses that had been abandoned by people who had made enough money to leave the area. The roads were cracked and buckling under years of inattention and Italian summers, the houses a mismatch of the crumbling and the unwelcoming, and the hot sun beat down on the small patches of grass on the side rows of the motorways and roads, turning them into brown and yellow tufts protruding from the soil.
It was this sight that greeted Sade and Ife as they arrived. Mama Jumoke conversed with the driver who had picked them up from the airport. She had introduced him as an associate of the beauty college, though Sade had not caught his name. On second thoughts, she had never been told his name, Sade realised.
As she looked out of the window, Sade thought of how the reality of Italy compared to her thoughts of it. She had dreamt that it would be glamorous and exotic, the houses painted white with red-tiled roofs and swimming pools. She took in the peeling paint of the row houses they drove past, the junk piled high in the front yards, the rusted over cars and the houses that were just shells, dark faces peering out of the unfinished holes that would have housed windows if the buildings had ever been completed. Beside her she felt Ife shudder. She turned and saw a semi-naked old man shuffling along the street, his grey hair and beard matted into each other so one was indistinguishable from the other; his eyes were vacant as his withered, sun beaten face turned to follow the car. He quickly lost interest and turned away, shuffling along in bare feet, the shorts he was wearing slipping down around his emaciated waist.
“Everywhere has bad areas,” Sade said to reassure Ife, even though she could have done with some reassuring herself.
Ife nodded but did not speak.
“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” Sade insisted, patting her hand. “The beauty college won’t be around here.”
She held onto that thought as Mama Jumoke’s acquaintance drove the car down one bumpy, unwelcoming street and then another. The car stopped abruptly. Sade looked at the house they had pulled alongside with trepidation. It had two floors and was unpainted, the grey concrete of the building beaten by the sun. The windows had no glass but bars instead. The door stood open and the hallway beyond looked dank and dark. The small yard in front of the house was filled with junk; a broken toilet, rusted metal that could have come from anything, and beneath the discarded household items was brown soil. The grass had given up long ago from the looks of it. Sade climbed out of the car awkwardly, the door held open by Mama Jumoke’s acquaintance. She observed the house. A sickly stench filled her nostrils. She hoped it didn’t come from the house, but she knew that it did.
This was no beauty school, she thought. Ife seemed to draw the same conclusions as she joined her.
“Welcome to your new home, girls,” Mama Jumoke smiled.
Sade shuddered despite the warm sun on her face.
“This is where we’ll be staying?” Sade asked doubtfully.
Mama Jumoke’s eyes narrowed.
“Did you expect a mansion?” she snapped.
Sade opened her mouth to speak, but the man who had driven them came between them, his face stern, his eyes darting around them though the street was deserted. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a square jaw and large, muscular arms. He was dark skinned, and his eyes were cold as he turned them on Sade.
“Come on, get inside,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder to the house.
Sade hesitated. Beside her, Ife was shaking with nerves now.
“Are you sure this is the right address?” Sade asked.
Mama Jumoke rolled her eyes and muttered something indecipherable under her breath. The driver grimaced, baring his white teeth, running a hand over his shaved head.
“We can talk about this inside,” he said impatiently.
“But –”
“We’re not discussing this in the street,” Mama Jumoke said, turning her back on them and strolling up to the front door. She stepped through the dark doorway and Sade watched her slim figure disappear down the dark hallway.
The man eyed them. Sade matched his glare, but he showed no sign of giving in and she sighed and followed Mama Jumoke up the short path to the front door, past the piles of junk in the yard, and paused at the doorway.
She glanced back at Ife, who was still frozen to the spot beside the car, and then to the driver, who nodded encouragingly at her.
“I’ll bring your bags in,” he said.
Sade took a breath and went through the doorway. She heard footsteps behind her and felt Ife’s breathe on the back of her neck. She was still shaking with the nerves.
The hallway was long and narrow, and Sade could see a back door at the back of the house. She followed the small slit of light coming from a panel of glass in the door. A narrow staircase led off the hallway to the upper floor, and a series of doorways ran off either side of the hallway. Some of the doors were closed; a few were open, revealing a dirty kitchen, a room that smelt bad and looked like a laundry room, and a room with a desk, computer and lamp.
“What is this place?” Ife murmured behind her.
“Home, I guess,” Sade moaned. 
She opened the back door and light flooded the dark hallway. Stepping outside, she found herself in a small square courtyard surrounded by walls on every side. Ife joined her, looking up at the walls around them. Apart from the door they had come through, there was only one other on the opposite wall of the courtyard. The white paint on the wooden door was flaking off, lying on the flag-stoned floor of the courtyard. Weeds grew through the cracks between the slabs beneath their feet, though most of them were dried up or dead. There were no windows on ground level but on the first floor a few single windows looked down at them, the white paint on the wooden frames flaking even more than the doors.
“Should we try the other door?” Ife asked.
Sade crossed the courtyard in two strides and jumped when the door opened before she could reach for the handle. Mama Jumoke jumped at the sight of them, but she quickly regained her composure and smiled warmly at them.
“I was coming to find you girls,” she said. She motioned them to follow her through the door and she led them into a small apartment. A small kitchen, cleaner than the other one they had passed by far, ran off to one side. Two bedrooms also ran off the small living room area, but Mama Jumoke gestured for them to take a seat at the dining table in the kitchen.
“Is this the apartment we’re staying in then?” Sade asked.
“No, this is our apartment,” a gruff woman’s voice replied.
Mama Jumoke turned and pulled a large black woman into an embrace. The woman was huge and round; she made Mother look like an athlete, Sade thought. Her braided hair was piled on top of her head and large hoops hung from her ear lobes. She wore a loose-fitting skirt that fell to her ankles and a sleeveless white vest battled to keep her huge bosom from escaping from the confines of her top.
“This is Benis,” Mama Jumoke introduced her. “She’ll be your, erm, landlady.”
This made Benis chuckle as she pulled a packet of cigarettes out from between her breasts and shook a cigarette from the pack. She offered one to Mama Jumoke, who declined the offer, and then lit it, replacing the packet back into their hiding place, and inhaled deeply before blowing thick, dark grey smoke out of her mouth and across the room.
“Bimpe won’t be long,” Benis said to Mama Jumoke, ignoring the girls sat at her kitchen table. She continued smoking, and then footsteps came from the hallway within the apartment and another woman joined them, squeezing past Benis into the kitchen. She saw the girls straight away and nodded.
“I’m Bimpe,” she greeted them. “I suppose you’ve met my sister.”
Sade and Ife nodded. There was no mistaking that these women were sisters. Bimpe was as large as her sister was and she had the same puffy cheeks and small, squinting eyes. The only difference was that instead of her sister’s braids, Bimpe wore a long weave of blonde hair that fell to her waist in corkscrew curls. Sade wondered why she wore it; nobody could possibly mistake it for her real hair and the ends were frayed, casting doubt over her credentials to be associated with a beauty school.
Seeing Sade looking at her hair, Bimpe ran a hand through it.
“It’s my new hairstyle,” she said. Benis rolled her eyes from behind her sister’s back.
“So where exactly are we staying?” Sade asked.
Benis and Bimpe exchanged looks. Mama Jumoke stepped forward and paused.
“You’ll be fine from here, you don’t need me,” she said, focused on the girls. “Good luck. It was nice to meet you.”
“You’re leaving us?” Sade asked, startled.
“My daughter’s marrying soon,” Mama Jumoke reminded them. “Bye, girls.”
She went outside, followed by the two sisters. They were outside in the courtyard, talking in lowered voices, before Mama Jumoke bid them farewell and left through the other door. She was gone.
“What’s going on?” Ife asked quietly. “I don’t like this.”
“We’ll be fine,” Sade assured her, though her own heart was beginning to race with trepidation. She didn’t like this either, but they could hardly jump on the bus back home.
The sisters returned to the kitchen from the courtyard with the driver. He introduced himself as Kelechi. He explained that he too was from the Edo state in Nigeria, just like them. Bimpe and Benis nodded; they too were from Nigeria, though from another state.
“Please let us know where we’ll be staying,” Sade said, after the short conversation was over. “We’re tired from travelling and we need to lie down.”
“Of course,” Bimpe said, smiling, flicking her blonde locks as she spoke. “You’re staying here. Well, not in this apartment, this is ours. You’ll be staying in the house.”
She gestured back through the courtyard.
“You mean that rundown house we walked through to get here?” Sade asked.
“You’re free to leave,” Benis interjected, scowling. “Pay Kelechi the money you owe for your travel expenses and you can be on your way.”
Sade swallowed hard and did not respond. She had no money. She could no more pay back the loan than she could sprout wings and fly herself back home to Nigeria. Ife kept quiet too.
“Can we see our rooms then?” Sade asked.
Kelechi nodded, and Bimpe showed them across the courtyard and into the dark house they had walked through. She led them up the stairs, the floorboards creaking beneath her weight. The staircase turned sharply to the left halfway up, and Bimpe had to turn sideways so she could fit around the tight corner. Sade tried to hide her nerves from Ife. She didn’t want to add to her friend’s worries by letting her know that she shared her anxiety.
“Here you are,” Bimpe said, opening a creaking door to a small room with two stained mattresses on the floor. The bare cement floor was filthy, thick with dust and dirt, and dark stains formed a patchwork beneath their feet as they stepped into the room. The small window had wrought-iron bars on the windows.
“Is there a lot of crime here?” Sade asked, gesturing to the bars. “Will people try to break in?”
Bimpe did not offer a response.
“This is your room, so I’ll give you some time to rest,” she said. “I’ll come and bring you dinner later on.”
She stepped out of the room and began to close the door. Sade stepped forward.
“Where are the bathrooms?” she asked.
Bimpe glanced to the corner of the small room. Sade followed her eyes and gasped in horror. Ife, also following her gaze, heaved. In the corner of the room was an open drainage hole sunk into the floor. A bucket of water stood beside it, a sponge and a bar of soap placed on the floor beside it, both grimy with dirt.
“You’ve got to be joking –” Sade began. She turned to Bimpe, but she had closed the door. They heard the unmistakeable sound of a lock clicking into place.
Sade went to the door but realised there was no handle from this side. She formed a fist with her hand and pounded against the door. It had been reinforced, because pain shot through her hand and up her arm.
A small grille in the door slid open and Bimpe’s eyes appeared on the other side of the door.
“Let us out,” Sade demanded.
“You girls need some time to settle down,” Bimpe said. “I’ll bring you some food later, if you behave.”
“And if we don’t?”
“Then you’ll starve,” Bimpe replied. “Unless you eat the cockroaches. There are plenty crawling around this place.”
The air in the small room was hot and sticky. Whatever breeze that managed to drift in through the barred window quickly grew stagnant in the enclosed space. Ife lay on her mattress and fanned herself with her hand. Sade had paced the room, or cell, as she had begun to think of it, her mind ricocheting from one thing to another as her brain tried to process what was happening.
This was no beauty college.
She longed to be allowed access to a phone; she could call Mother, or Ikenna; he had organised this, he would sort everything out for them. She tried to force out other, darker thoughts from her mind. Unless this was all a big misunderstanding, Mama Jumoke must have known where she was taking the girls. And if Mama Jumoke knew, then did Ikenna? He was an associate of hers, and he had been the one to bring the beauty college to Mother’s attention; Sade remembered overhearing the conversation and fretting over what her parents were planning. She had confided in Achike. If only she could get to a phone, then she would send a call of help to Achike and he would come and rescue her; he would stop at nothing to rescue her, to save her.
She used her fist against the reinforced door for what felt like hours, until her hands were bruised and swollen, and her arms ached from the repeated movement.
“It’s no use,” Ife said softly from her mattress.
Sade cursed and threw herself onto the other mattress. She winced; the springs were all but dead and the concrete floor beneath it sent a ripple of pain down her whole body. Groaning, she rubbed her aching muscles and tried to cool herself down, feeling sweat trickling down her back and pooling beneath her armpits and in her underwear.
A desperate cry came from down the hallway. A knock on a door and another cry. Sade and Ife looked at each other, eyes wide. Sade could have broken down then. The sound was unmistakeable, and with it so was her new understanding of their situation; they were not the only girls locked up in this rundown building, not the only ones held against their will and kept in their cells like caged animals.
Sade felt the first real lickings of fear run through her body; there was no escape, and this was no mistake, no misunderstanding; and she knew the reason for their imprisonment would not be a welcome one when it was revealed to them.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Bimpe returned with food just as the sun began to sink beneath the buildings across the street, bringing with it a slight relief from the intense heat of the day. Sade and Ife jumped to their feet and rushed to the door at the sound of footsteps behind the door. They had decided they would overpower the sisters and make their escape; then demand to be taken back to the airport.
Instead of opening the door, the grille slid open and Bimpe’s eyes peered in at them.
“I don’t think you’ve settled yet,” she said sweetly. “I’ve brought your food up, but you’re not ready to be let out just now.”
“You have to let us go,” Sade protested.
“Do you want your food or not?”
Sade fell quiet and nodded. Bimpe passed two paper plates through the grille. Sade passed one to Ife. Their meal consisted of rice with a slab of butter on the top.
“When can we come out?” Sade asked, as Bimpe made to close the grille.
“Maybe tomorrow,” Bimpe said. “If you behave.”
Then she was gone. The grille slammed shut with a metal clank and her footsteps retreated further along the hallway. Sade and Ife were silent. They heard Bimpe’s muffled voice talking to someone else. Another prisoner. Another clank of metal as another grille slammed shut.
Though the rice was overcooked, and the butter was thick and tasteless, Sade and Ife fell upon the food, their hunger overriding their other senses. They had not eaten since the small snack on the plane and that was hours ago.
As darkness set in for real, Sade realised they had no light in the room. With the sun gone, the cell was thrown into pitch black darkness. She looked out of the window. A streetlight stood just a few metres away on the pavement, but the bulb and its plastic casing were shattered. Dismayed, she felt her way back to the mattress and lay down.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” Ife whispered.
“I’ll cover my ears,” Sade assured her. She stuck her fingers in her ears, but it was not enough to drown out the sound of trickling urine as it splattered on the concrete floor and gurgled down the exposed drainpipe.
She heard Ife crawl back to her mattress. Sade tried to ignore the muffled sounds of Ife’s sobs but then she clambered off her own mattress and slid next to her friend. Ife cried into her shoulder, as Sade patted her on the back and stroked her hair, trying to soothe her as she imagined a mother might calm her child.
A sliver of moonlight slid through the window. Sade looked at the light it cast on the far wall and wished for the darkness again. The moonlight lit up the cell door that kept them prisoner here and the shadows of the bars on the window loomed on the wall, engorged and distorted to huge proportions against the blank, stained wall.
When morning came, Sade imagined for a blissful moment that she had never travelled to Italy, that she would open her eyes and find herself back in the bed she shared with Bunmi, that Mother would throw the door open any second and shout that she should be downstairs learning how to make some recipe or other.
A fly landed on her forehead, its legs tickling on her sweat-dampened brow, and she waved it off. Her hand connected with an arm and Ife gave a groan from beside her. Sade opened her eyes and saw Ife stirring from her own sleep.
They were in the cell, the heat already building in the small room though the sun must only just have started to rise. Sade sat up and felt her bladder ache with the movement. She glanced at Ife, and then at the small drain that was their toilet.
“I’ll cover my ears,” Ife said. She used the thin pillow to cover both of her ears and her face, burying herself as deep as she could into the mattress as Sade stepped across the room and squatted in the corner of the room. She sighed with relief as she urinated; hot liquid splattered her bare feet and the floor beneath her, then began trickling down into the drain with a sickening gurgle. She pulled her knickers back up and went and sat on her own mattress.
After a moment, Ife came up for air from her nest. She looked at Sade, her eyes watery with fresh tears, her face pulled down into a frown.
“I want to go home,” she said.
“Me too,” Sade agreed. She didn’t add that she thought the possibility of going home was not a likely one right now.
Footsteps sounded at the door. Sade jumped to her feet. Ife sat up, her fingers fidgeting with the thin, dirt-stained blanket. The grille slid open. This time it was Benis who peered through the grate at them.
“Sleep well?” she asked.
Sade glared at her.
“I’ve brought you some food,” she said. She shoved a few pieces of dry toast through the grate. Sade did not reach for them. Benis let them go and they fell with a light thud to the dirty floor. “That’s all you’re getting, so you might want to get to them before the insects do.”
Ife gave a small start and crawled forward to pick up the toast.
The stairs behind Benis creaked and footsteps sounded on the landing. Sade saw broad shoulders through the corner of the grate.
“Have you not let them out yet?” Kelechi, the driver, asked from just out of sight. “Time is money, remember that.”
“And if they run off, which they will do first chance they get right now, then it will have wasted time and money,” Benis replied impatiently. “I’ll do my job, and you do yours.”
“I need you to get on with yours first,” Kelechi snapped.
“Then let me do it,” Benis retorted.
“I want them inducted by tomorrow morning,” Kelechi demanded.
Benis scowled at him.
“Fine,” she said. She turned to Sade. “Enjoy your toast,” she growled, and slammed the grille shut with a bang. Sade sat down heavily on her mattress. Ife slid over to her and wrapped a tender arm around her, passing her a piece of toast.
The day passed in a blur of heat, bright sunshine and the grey confines of the cell. Sade made use of the bucket of warm water, sponge and the bar of soap and gave herself a shower, of sorts, scrubbing herself with the soap as she stood naked above the open drain and then used the sponge to wash her skin clean. Ife looked away whilst she washed. When Sade had finished, she dried herself off with a ragged piece of cloth that could have been a towel or a former item of clothing. When Sade had pulled on her underwear, she turned away to give Ife privacy whilst she copied her actions and washed herself down too.
They lay on their mattresses in their underwear, barely talking, staring at the ceiling, trying to conserve their energy, only occasionally moving to fan themselves or bat away the flies that blew in between the bars. Sade wished for the freedom; to fly in and out at will, slipping through the bars as if they were not there.
The thought of what would happen tomorrow left her on edge. Kelechi had mentioned an ‘induction’. It was obviously not for beauty school, but then what? She wanted to debate the possibilities with Ife, but her friend was already frightened, and Sade did not want to burden her with more fears, so she followed Ife’s lead and remained silent.
Benis brought their food as the sun began to set beyond the houses opposite. Rice and butter again. Sade didn’t care; she ate it with her fingers, gulping the food down like a dog might fall upon its bowl. Benis did not talk; she passed them their food and was gone; in the second before the grille slammed shut, Sade thought she heard a muffled cry for help, but then the grilled was shut and silence descended once more. Sade wanted to ask Ife if she had heard the noise too, but the look on Ife’s face silenced Sade once more.
As darkness descended, Sade stared at the ceiling and thought of Achike. She wondered what he was doing; where he was; whether he was thinking of her. Their kiss, the closeness of their bodies; his proposal; all her hopes; they seemed like such a long time ago now. Had it really only been a day or two since they had left? Sade bit down on her lower lip and fought her tears; on the other mattress, she heard Ife give a strangled sob.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The reinforced door was thrown open with a loud creak and Sade’s eyes flew open, her body jerking itself awake at the noise. Before she could clamber out of bed, rough hands were on her. Bimpe was standing over her, pulling her up, her blonde locks falling over her shoulders, her chest glistening with sweat from the exertion. Ife crawled out of bed and stood in her underwear, looking at Bimpe with wide eyes. She reached for her clothes, bundled into a pile at the foot of her mattress, but Bimpe waved her off.
“Don’t bother with that, there’s no time,” she said.
“But –” Ife began, then stopped at the look Bimpe gave her.
“Don’t get any ideas,” Bimpe said, looking at Sade. “Kelechi’s downstairs and he’s not in a good mood. You don’t want to go making him upset.”
“Don’t I?” Sade argued.
“Try it and see,” Bimpe challenged her.
She took them downstairs, her hands gripping Sade’s arm tightly, her fingernails digging into the flesh on her upper arm. Ife followed behind them, quiet as a mouse, arms folded across her breasts to keep her modesty.
“When do we get our suitcases?” Sade asked.
“I’m in charge of them,” Bimpe replied. “I’ll decide what you can wear.”
“They’re my clothes.”
“You’re in my house.”
At the foot of the stairs, Bimpe led them into a small room that was sparsely furnished with two uncomfortable, lumpy settees and yellowing white shag carpet. The window looked out over the junk in the front yard, and this too had bars on it, with curtains, that were half-shut. Bimpe nudged them into the room and gestured for them to sit down. Sade and Ife sat down beside each other on one of the settees; Ife huddled close to Sade, shaking with fear. A wooden door led from the living room into a downstairs bedroom. Through the open door, Sade could make out most of the room; it looked only a little less repulsive than the one upstairs did. The mattress was on a metal bed frame that was rusting in places, and the bedding looked freshly washed. There was no window in this bedroom, and it was dark and shadowy.
“When can we wash our underwear?” Sade asked, looking up at Bimpe, who was guarding the doorway to the hall. “It’s hot upstairs, and we’ve been sweating, so –”
“You can wash it when we’re done here,” Kelechi replied from behind Bimpe. She stepped into the room to let him pass. Kelechi was wearing a white vest that contrasted with his black skin and a pair of baggy jeans.
He was clutching another girl, who looked to be around the same age as Sade and Ife. Sade watched as he dumped her into the spare settee. She was wearing underwear too; she was a short black girl, her body a little heavyset but her breasts were large in her sweat-stained bra and dark hairs were beginning to grow on her legs and inner thighs. The look on her face was defiant; she glared at Kelechi as if challenging him. Her dark hair was shoulder-length and tangled, tied-up in a loose knot that had mostly come undone with the heat and the act of being dragged downstairs by Kelechi.
She glanced at Sade and Ife, and then returned her steady gaze to Kelechi. Benis joined them, her large frame easily blocking the entire doorway and any hope of escape.
“What are we doing here then?” the girl asked.
Kelechi turned to her.
“Induction,” he said, his lips twitching in a smile. Sade was reminded insatiably of Achike and the way his mouth twitched whenever he was about to grin; but Kelechi’s was different, the smile didn’t reach his cold eyes and his smile was more of a sneer.
Bimpe and Benis remained stood behind him, out of the way, looking on impassively.
“I take it this isn’t a beauty college,” Sade said.
The new girl snorted from her settee, shaking her head with a look of disgusted bemusement. Kelechi sneered again.
“With brains like that, it’s no wonder you ended up here,” he laughed. Sade felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. “No, no, you’re here to work for me.”
“I don’t think so,” the new girl protested.
“Lina, shut your –” Bimpe started, but Kelechi held up a hand.
“You made an oath,” Kelechi reminded them. Beside her, Sade felt Ife’s body tense at the memory of the juju priest and the ritual that had bound their spirits in debt to this man.
“I didn’t make an oath to you,” Lina argued.
“You made an oath to pay back your travel expenses. Unless you want to pay up now, you owe me and my associates,” Kelechi said, his eyes hard. Lina fell quiet, swallowing hard. Kelechi smiled, satisfied he’d shut her up. “As for how you’re going to pay me back, well, it’s really quite easy. You don’t even have to do much. Far less effort than training as a beautician or a hairdresser.”
“What do we have to do?” Sade asked, dreading the answer.
“Are you stupid?” Lina snapped. “What the hell do you think we’re here for? You not noticed we’re all girls? You think we’re going to pay him back knitting?”
Sade opened her mouth, but Kelechi spoke first.
“All you have to do ladies,” he said, with another sneer, “Is open your legs, and you’ll be repaying that money in no time.”
Sade felt her heart sink. Her worst fears, the terrors she had imagined as she had lay awake last night on the mattress, unable to voice for fear of upsetting Ife, had been realised. She hoped, she prayed, that she would awaken from this nightmare.
“Over my dead body,” Lina said. She crossed her arms over her chest.
“Don’t tempt me,” Kelechi hissed.
“You think you’re a big man, huh?” Lina said, voice rising, leaning forward on the settee. “You don’t scare me, and I’m not going to repay you one stupid penny.”
Kelechi’s sneer turned into a thin-lipped scowl and he stepped forwards with surprising speed and snatched her up by her hair. Lina yet out a pained yelp as he dragged her off the settee. Her hands flew to her hair, tugging at his hands, trying to free herself, her eyes watering with the pain.
“Let me go, please, let go,” she was crying out.
Kelechi slapped her hard across the face, the sound ringing out in the quiet room. Sade and Ife watched, transfixed and unable to look away. He dragged her by the hair across the room and into the adjoining bedroom, throwing her halfway across the room. She landed heavily on the bed, the force of the landing knocking the breath from her lungs. She gasped for air and raised a hand to her scalp. Kelechi let a tuft of her hair that had been pulled out by his grip fall to the floor and followed her into the room. Bimpe and Benis continued to watch the scenario unfold with detached interest. Ife closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands.
Sade was unable to look away.
“I own you now,” Kelechi snarled. “You’ll do what I say, when I say.”
Sade tore her eyes from the open door, studying a cigarette burn in the white carpet beneath her feet. It was not enough; she could still hear the sounds from the other room. Lina’s crying, her pleading; the ring of another loud slap; a zipper being undone, and then the groan of mattress springs, the creak of the metal bedframe as it rocked, a guttural groan from Kelechi. His zip was done up again, the bed went silent, but Lina’s quiet cries continued.
He dragged her back into the room, and she fell onto the couch, not meeting anyone’s eyes, her face burning with shame, tears pooling in the corners of her eyes.
Kelechi turned to Sade and Ife.
“Do either of you want to question me?”
Sade and Ife shook their heads.
“Good,” Kelechi said, his voice returning to normal. “You start work tomorrow. Bimpe and Benis will teach you what you need to know.”
He headed for the door. Bimpe and Benis leant closer to him.
“I’ll be back at the end of the week to pick up the earnings,” he told them. Benis and Bimpe nodded. Kelechi shot a look at Lina over his shoulder. “And if any of them give you trouble, call me and I’ll come back.”
With that, he left the room. The front door opened and closed, and then a car started on the street outside. Freedom was so near, and yet so unobtainable, so unreachable, Sade thought.
The car’s engine revved and then sped off down the street. Benis and Bimpe glared down at the girls.
“First things first,” Bimpe said. “I’ll go find your outfits. You need to attract men, not repulse them.”
She went off down the hallway. Benis kept watch over them. Lina was silent now, the tears drying on her cheeks. Her bottom lip was already beginning to swell from Kelechi’s blow. When Benis noticed, she let out a groan of irritation.
“We’ll need to clean you up before you go out there,” Benis said, shaking her head, grabbing Lina’s face and examining her lip more closely. “You look a state; no man will want you like this.”
“Good,” Lina shot back.
Benis raised her hand and slapped her hard across the face. Sade winced at the noise the blow made. Ife let out a soft cry of surprise.
“Don’t make me bring Kelechi back here,” Benis hissed, leaning close to Lina’s face, towering over her. “He’s a busy man and he won’t be happy you’ve been up to mischief again. Maybe you can work from the house for a while, until you’re more settled.”
“I’ll never be settled here,” Lina insisted, flinching as if expecting another blow. Benis shook her head in disgust. Lina raised a shaking hand to her cheek.
“You’d better get settled,” Benis said, her voice quiet. “Because if you don’t, I’ll let that juju priest know you’ve broken your oath and he’ll set the spirits on you. We’ll see how you like that. If you think we’ve been hard on you, just imagine what the spirits will do.”
Lina’s eyes widened. Sade remembered the juju priest and the oath they had sworn. Bimpe returned to the room with a bundle of clothes. She tossed them in a pile on the space next to Lina.
“We’ll pick your outfits,” Bimpe said, “And then we’ll teach you about sex. Country girls, you never know anything about it when you turn up. Don’t worry, we’ll soon see to that.”
The day wore on and Sade grew increasingly desperate to escape the house. At noon, doors upstairs creaked open and a group of girls traipsed down the narrow staircase in single-file, dressed in an array of mini-skirts, tube-tops, Lycra outfits and high-heeled shoes. Some had applied make-up and others had done their hair; others seemed to have lost the will to make any effort at all.
Bimpe and Benis counted them out and gave them hushed instructions in the hallway, just out of earshot of Sade, Ife and Lina, who had sat quietly through the mornings teaching, if that was what it could be labelled as.
Benis returned to the room. Seeing the girls’ curious looks at the commotion in the hallway, she smiled at them.
“Those are your colleagues, they live here too,” she explained. “They’re not locked in their rooms, and they can go out by themselves, as long as they keep earning money and bringing it back to us. If you girls behave you could be joining them soon.”
She said this as if it were something they should aspire to. Sade wanted to gauge her squinty little pig’s eyes out of her fat, puffy face and flee from the house. Instead she sat in silence on the settee and waited for Bimpe to return to carry on with their lessons. They had moved on from sex tricks, which had horrified Ife and left Sade feeling blushed and embarrassed. Lina had shown no emotion throughout the day. They had been given a run through of prices and how much to charge their customers.
“It’s all about pricing,” Bimpe had said, wagging her finger at them knowingly. “You’ll soon learn that men can be slippery little bastards. Always take the cash up front.”
“Always,” Benis agreed. “There’s nothing worse than giving away a freebie.”
“Don’t worry, the other girls will be there for your first day out on the street,” Bimpe reassured them. “They’ll keep an eye on you.”
By this, Sade was sure that she meant that only would they be looking out for them, but they would be keeping a look out for Bimpe and Benis too, to report back to the sisters what happened on their first outing, or their first day of work, as the sisters referred to it.
By evening, Sade was exhausted. Bimpe and Benis ushered them back upstairs to their rooms. Lina did not say anything as Bimpe shunted her into a nearby cell and locked the door behind her. Benis waved Sade and Ife into their cell and closed the door behind them too, the lock clicking soundly into place after them.
They ate in silence, unable to discuss what had happened today; the shame, the horror, the fear was too much; and when darkness settled over them, sounds from downstairs drifted up. Now that Sade knew what was happening beyond the locked door, she could picture the scene. Some of the girls were returning now, having spent a day out on the side of the road. She imagined Bimpe or Benis standing by the door, collecting all the girls’ earnings before sending them up to bed, ticking each girl off the register as they returned to the house.
Sade wondered what would happen if one of the girls did not return. She supposed that Bimpe and Benis would inform Kelechi, who would drive around in his loud car and search for the missing girl. But Italy was a big place; surely one could hide from one man?
She wasn’t sure of the answer, but she knew she would have to try it. When she could go out by herself, she would make a break for freedom. She would go out with the other girls before noon and escape straight away. The sisters would not expect her back until evening; that gave her hours to get as far from the house, and from Kelechi, as she could before the alarm would be raised. By the time Kelechi began his search, she would be long gone. She had to try; she had to believe that freedom was possible; it was what was keeping her from curling up into a ball and weeping. If she didn’t think of her escape, she would break; and she knew the worst thing she could do right now was to fall apart.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Although Sade had tried to reassure Ife that escape was possible for them, Ife did not have the ability to keep calm. When morning came and Bimpe and Benis prepared them for their first trip out with the other girls, Ife refused to go. Her body shaking, her lips trembling with tears and fear, she insisted she could not sell herself. She promised to do anything else she could to earn money, but not that. Sade tried to reason with her, aware of Benis and Bimpe’s growing impatience as they cajoled and threatened her. Ife was not to be persuaded. Bimpe stomped downstairs to call Kelechi.
“Please, Ife, don’t do this,” Sade pleaded when they were alone in their cell. “We can get out of here. You just need to –”
“I can’t,” Ife cried, “I just can’t do it.”
“We just need to get out of the house, then –”
She trailed off as Benis returned to the room.
“Bimpe has called Kelechi, so this is your last chance,” she said, glaring at Ife. She seemed angrier that she had not predicted such defiance from Ife than she was at the actual refusal itself. It seemed the sisters had been prepared for trouble from Lina, even Sade perhaps, but not from quiet, frightened Ife.
“Please,” Sade tried again.
Ife looked at her with teary eyes and shook her head.
When Kelechi arrived, he shouted out as the front door slammed shut behind him. Some of the other girls shot back into their rooms upon his arrival. Lina was nowhere in sight. Even Sade drew back against the wall of the cell as he entered, his face contorted with anger. Ife trembled harder than ever under his furious gaze.
“You don’t want to work?” he shouted. “You don’t want to repay your debt?”
“I never promised to repay the loan like this,” Ife said quietly, almost whispering.
Kelechi shot forwards, the first blow sending Ife flying off her feet. She fell to the floor with a sickening thud. She tried to stand, blood trickling from her split lip, but Kelechi kicked her hard in the stomach with his booted foot.
“Ife, just come with us, please,” Sade cried out.
Kelechi aimed another blow with his fist, catching her in the face, sending her backwards, her head connecting with the concrete wall with a crunch. Sade winced.
“You should listen to your friend,” Kelechi snapped. He turned to where Sade, Bimpe and Benis stood in silence. “Take her and Lina downstairs; get them ready for their first trip out. I’ve got to teach this one a thing or two.”
Bimpe left the room, calling for Lina. Benis grabbed Sade and shoved her from the room. From the far corner of the cell, Ife cried out for her.
“Please, Sade, don’t leave me.”
“Come on, downstairs,” Benis hissed, dragging Sade down the stairs. Sade managed a last look back into the cell. Kelechi was bearing down on a terrified Ife, the blood pouring from her lip, dripping from her chin to her stained bra. He undid his belt and unzipped his jeans. Ife let out a last whimper, and then she was out of sight and out of earshot.
“Remember your lessons from yesterday,” Bimpe’s words rang in Sade’s ears as she stepped outside the front door of the house. “Take the cash up front. If the police stop you, run or keep quiet. Beware of the juju and don’t let us down.”
Sade followed Lina and another two girls passed the pile of junk in the front yard and down the street. Sade struggled to walk in the high-heels Bimpe had forced onto her feet. Lina seemed to have already adjusted to it, or maybe she was used to such shoes. Sade tugged at the Lycra skirt she was wearing. It was black and skin-tight, barely scraping her thighs and only just covering her breasts, and she could already feel the material dampening with her sweat. Her hair was piled high at the back of her head in a loose knot. Bimpe and Benis had been impressed; she would make a good earner they had told each other.
Sade fell into step beside Lina, who was made up in much the same way as she was. She remained quiet, and Sade wondered if she felt ashamed of what had happened to her yesterday morning. She wanted to say something reassuring, but no words came to her, so they walked in silence, following the two older girls down the road.
They passed houses of varying degrees of abandonment and dilapidation; eyes peered out of doorways and windows in some of the houses; in others, dogs barked loudly. Sade was grateful that she was not walking the street alone.
At the end of the road, the older girls turned right. One of them glanced back at them; her face was thin, and her frame was almost skeletal; her cropped hair looked like a boys’ cut and she was flat-chested.
“Don’t get any ideas,” she said, catching Sade’s eye. “If you do a runner, we’re the ones who are going to get in trouble. Then when they catch you, you’ll have to deal with me and them.”
“They won’t go anywhere,” the other girl said airily. “If they do, the juju priest will set the spirits on them. Nobody will have to look for them; they’ll be dead.”
The two girls laughed. Sade was tight-lipped and Lina remained impassive. They walked for half an hour to the outskirts of town, where a freeway left the town. The sides of the road were grassy and sheltered by trees, though the grass was turning brown and the trees were becoming weathered under the summer sun.
“You stay with me,” the girl with the boys’ haircut said, grabbing Lina. “We’ll go further down the road. That’s my spot. You can come with me for now, whilst your new, but once you’ve picked it up, you’re not stealing my spot, got it?”
“Right,” Lina said.
The girl led Lina away down the grassy side row. Some cars already beeped their horns as they drove past the retreating girls. Sade turned to the girl she had been left with; she had long hair and though she was short and not exactly pretty, her figure was petite and slender. She grabbed Sade’s arm and waited for a passing car to go by, then dragged her across the road, their heels clattering on the tarmac.
“We can aim for outgoing traffic,” the girl said, “You know, husbands on their way from home; workers on their way to the fields; we’ll get all kinds on this side.”
Sade didn’t know what to reply to that. She was too busy waiting for the perfect opportunity to escape.
“I’m Mbeke,” the girl introduced herself, as they walked along the grassy side row, their progress slowed as their high heels slipped into the dry soil and stuck in the ground. “The other girl, who went off with your friend; that’s Tanisha. Don’t mind her; she’s been here a long time. One of her friends went missing a few months ago. Guess she misses her too.”
“How long has she been here?” Sade asked.
“I’ve been here three years,” Mbeke replied. “And Tanisha was here for at least a year before me.”
“Four years and she still hasn’t repaid her loan?” Sade gasped.
“That’s how it goes,” Mbeke sighed. “She’s probably paid off the travel expenses, right? But those Fatusi sisters, they charge for rent and food too. She’s still paying that off, and whilst she works to pay it off, she’s acquiring more debt because she’s got to stay there, and a girl has to eat.”
Sade was speechless.
“That’s not even the worst of it,” Mbeke went on. “The gang that Kelechi works for; they charge interest on the loan, but only for the good earners, so if you’re making them good money and they want to keep you on, they’ll come up with all kinds of tricks to keep you here, paying off debts that probably don’t even exist.”
“Why don’t you just run away?” Sade asked. She instantly regretted it. Mbeke’s eyes narrowed and she inched closer to her, as if worried she would make a break for freedom if she walked more than a few inches away from her.
“It’s the juju,” Mbeke said, giving a little shudder at the mention of the word. “If you run away, Kelechi or the Fatusi sisters will be on the phone to the juju priest that performed your oath ritual. Then the priest will unleash the spirits on you.”
“Maybe fighting the spirits is better than doing this,” Sade suggested, though she glanced around despite herself, worried that spirits would sense her words and attack.
“I suppose,” Mbeke said doubtfully. “But it’s not just you, is it? I mean, the spirits can attack anyone you love. Your parents, your brothers or sisters, your husband or boyfriend. Anyone you love, the spirits will go after. That’s the terrifying thing about the juju curse.”
Sade had not thought of that. She wondered if she would be willing to risk Mother’s safety, or Adeleke’s or Bunmi’s or Father’s, just to save her own skin. Then her thoughts turned to Achike. She loved him. The spirits would sense it and they would go after him. They might wound him, or scar him, or, God forbid, kill him.
“I have a daughter back home,” Mbeke told her. “She was three when I left. That’s why I can’t run. If anything happened to her -” She trailed off, shaking her head, shivering despite the heat. “Eventually I’ll pay off this loan and I’ll see her again.” It sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than Sade.
“What about Tanisha’s friend?” Sade asked. “She went missing. Did she run off?”
Mbeke shook her head.
“Faith wouldn’t have left without Tanisha,” she said. “Anyway, she was close with Kelechi, she had a good thing going. Treats, stuff like that. She wouldn’t have run. Girls go missing sometimes. That’s why you have to be careful out here.”
A car slowed nearby and pulled to a stop a few feet ahead of them. The back of the dulling blue car was rusting over. Mbeke shot her a warning look and sauntered over to the passenger window, which the driver had wound down. Sade could see the man leaning over to speak to Mbeke. Mbeke was smiling and laughing and flicking her hair like Bimpe had taught Sade yesterday, leaning low into the window, her cleavage on show.
Tanisha and Lina were far ahead of them on the other side of the road, barely in sight. The road seemed almost empty. Sade looked up and down, wondering if she could flee down the road before anyone could catch up with her. She had no idea where she would run to, but she could find someone to help her; then she would go back to save Ife. She could go to the police. They would do something. She was sure of it.
All she had to do was kick of her heels and she would be able to run faster than Mbeke. By the time Tanisha and Lina realised something was wrong, Sade would be far ahead of them.
She could hear Mbeke chatting to the man in the rusty car. She was distracted. Now was her chance. Sade hesitated. She thought of Mbeke’s words; she might be able to outrun the other girls, could hide from Kelechi and his gang, but she could never escape the spirits if the juju priest unleashed them on her. She had made an oath to repay the loan and she had never specified to the spirits how that loan would be repaid. She was trapped.
The thought of her parents, or her sisters, or her beloved Achike being hurt because of her sent a ripple of fear through her body. She could never put them in such danger. She turned her attention to Mbeke, realising she was looking at her.
“Your first customer,” Mbeke said with a wink. “I’ve got the money upfront for you.”
Sade swallowed down her fear. Her moment to escape had vanished. She had made the decision to stay in this hell; if it meant protecting her loved ones, she would stay. She went over to the car, forcing herself to smile.
The man spoke in Italian. Sade had no idea what he was saying. Mbeke shrugged when Sade looked at her for a translation.
“I only know the Italian for money, and you know what,” she said. She opened the front passenger door and gestured for Sade to get in. Sade took a deep breath and climbed into the car. The man was greying, his teeth yellow and he smelt of tobacco and whisky. The car smelt of body odour and dirt; like it hadn’t been cleaned in years. He smiled at her and put a sweaty hand on her leg, rubbing her skin up and down, his fingers slipping higher up her leg. Sade tried not to throw up as he put the car in gear and drove down the road until they could find somewhere to pull over.
She remembered why she was doing this; she was doing this to save her family, to save Achike. She tried not to think of him, feeling shame wash over her as she wondered what he would think of her if she knew what she was doing.
She closed her eyes.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Sade returned with the other girls after dark, passing the girls trudging out to work a night shift. Her body ached and she wanted to vomit. She tried not to think of the men. Mr Yellow Teeth who had stank of tobacco and tasted of it too. Mr Suit and Tie, who had tried to suck in his tummy fat and had been fast, glancing at his watch often, as if he had to get to a meeting or perhaps back home to Mrs Suit and Tie. Mr Broken Nose, who looked as if he had been in a fight not too long ago and had seemed to enjoy her obvious discomfort, relish it even.
She forced the images away though she knew she would never be rid of them. Walking up the path to the house, Sade dreaded what she would find in the cell, her thoughts on her best friend. Her hands shook as she went up the stairs, expecting to find Ife bloodied and beaten, sobbing in the corner.
She was surprised to find the room was empty.
The only trace that Ife had been here at all was her dirty clothes piled up beside the mattress and a drying blood stain on the mattress. Flecks of blood had sprayed up the dirty walls, already dry on the stone.
“Where is Ife?” she demanded of Benis, having stormed back downstairs.
Benis and Bimpe exchanged a look across the hallway, one that made Sade suspicious at once.
“What have you done with her?” Sade asked, her hand on her hip.
“Go back to your room,” Benis said, waving her off. Bimpe did not meet her eyes.
“No,” Sade said. “Not until I see Ife. I want to make sure she’s okay.”
Benis sighed, looking weary. She shook her head. Bimpe copied her sister.
“I saw blood,” Sade said, her temper rising. “Tell me where she is.”
“She’s dead,” Benis snapped. “The stupid girl wouldn’t listen to Kelechi, and everyone has to listen to him.”
“Dead?” Sade gasped. She felt the world start to spin, the shock threatening to overwhelm her. “What do you mean?”
“What do I mean?” Benis asked, rolling her eyes. “I mean what I said, silly girl. Your friend wouldn’t listen and now she’s dead.”
“How?” Sade demanded, hardly knowing whether to believe her.
“Kelechi had to teach her a lesson,” Bimpe replied, earning a warning look from her sister as she spoke. “He was angry. Furious. He got a little carried away.”
“What did that thug do to her?” Sade shouted, though she knew that she probably did not want to know.
“Go to your room now,” Benis demanded.
Sade knew that there was no use in objecting, and she let Lina lead her upstairs. She must have overheard the conversation, because she put an arm gently around her shoulders as she guided her up to her room.
Mbeke caught up with them as they reached the door.
“I don’t understand,” Sade managed, feeling tears sliding down her cheeks as she sat down heavily on her mattress, unable to stop herself from looking at the blood stains on the mattress across the room.
Lina sat down beside her on the mattress, and Mbeke sat cross-legged on the floor in front of them.
“One of the girls was here when it happened,” Mbeke said quietly. Sade looked at her, met her eyes.
“Did she see what happened?” Sade asked, before she could stop herself.
“Maybe it’s best not to hear -” Lina suggested quietly, but Mbeke ignored her.
“She said that there was a real fight in here,” Mbeke said. “Kelechi was angry. Angrier than she’s ever known before, and he has a bad temper at the best of times.”
Sade shuddered, and felt Lina do the same beside her.
“Your friend kept refusing to go out,” Mbeke said, almost as if she admired her courage. “She just kept saying that she wanted to go home. That’s when Kelechi brought a few of his men here. They beat her. Raped her. She still said she wanted to go home. Kelechi beat her some more. Then it was all quiet and they took her body out back.”
“Out back?” Sade asked, feeling sick at the thought of what Ife had gone through.
Mbeke hesitated.
“Please, tell me.”
“When one of the girls dies, if there’s an accident or if one of the men gets carried away and goes too far, then they take the body out back,” Mbeke said, her voice hardly audible she was so quiet. “They put it in one of those metal oil drums and burn it so there’s nothing left for the police to find.”
Sade felt a wave of vomit force its way up and Mbeke barely had time to jump out of the way before it splattered onto the floor in front of her.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

In the weeks after Ife’s death, Sade could hardly believe that she was gone.
Of all the things that happened since she had left home and journeyed to Italy, it was by far the hardest thing to cope with. Though the cell disgusted her, and the men like Mr Yellow Teeth and Mr Broken-Down-Car repulsed her, it was the guilt she felt over Ife that made her feel sick. She had been the one to suggest Ife come to Italy with her. She could only blame herself for what had happened to her best friend and she mulled over this constantly.
Her guilt made her ill, and as the weeks drifted on like an unending nightmare, she awoke every morning to splatter fresh vomit into the bucket in the cell. Her appetite had faded, and she felt dizzy and exhausted when she returned from a day stood under the hot Italian sun on the side of the road.
The men who paid were varied, but each earned her disgust and contempt. She did not know their names or anything about them. A few she saw more than once, like Mr Yellow Teeth, who lit up a cigarette after he had finished, blowing smoke over her as she wiped herself down before he drove her back to her spot. Many she saw once and never again. They were just passing through and she was a nobody to them, just as they were nobodies to her. She gave them names in her head. Mr Loud Moaner. Mr Nervous. Mr Likes-It-Rough. The list was growing by the day and Sade hated them all.
Nobody did she hate more than Kelechi. She despised him for killing Ife. He did not visit the house often, only stopping outside in his shiny new car to collect money from Bimpe and Benis, or to pick up Princess, one of the girls, who seemed to be his favourite. She was tall and beautiful, her thick glossy hair falling in ringlets to her shoulders, and it was not hard to see what Kelechi liked about her. She was a Goddess. She always returned a few hours later with a smug smile on her face, sometimes a gift in hand, and Sade hated her too for that.
How could a girl who was as much a prisoner as she was find such pleasure with a man like him? Sade wondered if Princess hoped that Kelechi would fall in love with her, grant her freedom from this hell.
Princess walked around as if she were truly her namesake, as if she was above the other girls, but Sade had seen her trudging out to work with the rest of the girls. She was no different from them. She was still at the mercy of the likes of Mr Policeman and Mr First-Time-With-A-Woman. The only difference was that she gave it out for free to Kelechi on top of all that.
It was on a stiflingly hot evening when Mbeke and Lina entered her cell, followed by Tanisha, who crossed her arms as she looked down at Sade through narrowed eyes.
“The girls are starting to talk,” Tanisha told her. “About you.”
Sade looked up at her. She felt tired, as she always did now. Mbeke and Lina looked hesitant, but Tanisha was fearless. She did not betray any of her emotions, as if she had none.
“I’m sick,” Sade said. “I’m the reason that Ife is dead.”
“No, you’re not the reason she’s dead,” Mbeke said, dropping to the mattress beside her and putting an arm around her. “It’s not your fault.”
“You’re not sick either,” Tanisha said. Sade met her eyes. “You’re pregnant.”
Sade shook her head.
“Every morning you’re sick,” Lina pointed out. “You’re always tired. You’re hardly eating. Are your nipples sore?”
“A little,” Sade admitted, blushing. She could hardly believe that what they said might be true. “I would know, though, wouldn’t I?”
“When did you last have your monthly bleed?” Tanisha asked.
Sade thought about it, felt her cheeks blush to be talking about such things.
“Not since I’ve been here,” she replied. “I thought it was because -”
“Were you a virgin when you arrived?” Tanisha interrupted her.
Sade blushed harder. She thought of Achike and shook her head.
“You’re pregnant,” Tanisha said firmly.
Sade let the words sink in. She realised it all made sense. Her mind turned to thoughts of Achike. The times they had spent together felt like a distant dream now, one that she turned to in the dark when she closed her eyes.
She had no doubt now, as she put a shaking hand to her stomach. She was pregnant, carrying Achike’s child. Delight at the thought quickly turned to horror. She was trapped here in this hell.
The thought of bringing a child into this world she now inhabited terrified her.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Bunmi was thirteen. At thirteen, she considered herself an adult. Mother did not. Father did not. Adeleke did not. Bunmi pleaded to be allowed to stay up after dinner and join her parents in the living room to sit with them for grown-up talk, but Mother sent her up to bed after she had washed the dishes.
Now, although she was still thirteen, still a few months shy of her fourteenth birthday, Mother had decided that she was an adult. And with adulthood came all the responsibilities that Bunmi had never considered before now, making her think that perhaps she wasn’t an adult after all, and maybe was still just a child. Mother, though, had made her decision. Bunmi was an adult and with that new title weighing over her shoulders, Bunmi was to carry out her duty as the only unwed adult in the house. She was to be married.
It had been three months since Sade had left for Italy. They had received a postcard from one of the matrons taking care of her. Mother had been proud at the praise heaped upon Sade and had pinned the postcard, that showed famous Italian landmarks in bright coloured photographs, to the fridge door.
Bunmi wished that she had been sent to Italy and that Sade had stayed at home. It was not the same without her. She no longer had an ally in the house, with whom she could share secrets and laugh with when they should have been sleeping. Now when she could not sleep, she lay in bed alone, looking up at the stars beyond the open curtains, wondering what she had done to make Mother stop thinking of her as a child and decide she was an adult, and a soon-to-be-married adult at that.
It had all started a few weeks after Sade had left for Italy.
Bunmi had been practising her cross-stitching on a discarded piece of cloth, trying to get it right before Mother’s lesson. She had grown accustomed to teaching herself ahead of Mother’s sewing lessons, so that at least she could minimize the amount of time Mother spent shouting at her impatiently. If not just for her sake, it was for Father’s too; she felt for him, sitting in his armchair trying to read the papers, weary from a day of searching for work, to come home listening to his wife raising her voice over a piece of stupid stitching.
The front door had slammed shut, rattling the door frame, and Bunmi had quickly hidden the practice stitching down the side of the cushions, not wanting Mother to know that she had taken the teaching of sewing into her own hands.
She heard movement in the kitchen and went to investigate. Mother was standing by the kitchen table, a bag of shopping in her hand. Her face registered shock; and something else, something that Bunmi could not read. It was a rare time that she could not decipher the expression on Mother’s face. The look on her face confounded her and this startled her. Startled and scared her.
“Mother is anything wrong?” she asked, stepping further into the room.
Mother barely acknowledged her, her eyes flicking to her then back to staring at nothing. Her eyes were blank.
“Did something happen on the way to market?” Bunmi pressed.
Mother remained impassive.
Bunmi helped her into a chair and poured her a glass of cold water. Mother clutched it with both hands, her fingers wrapping around the glass, but she made no effort to drink it, not even lifting it off the wooden surface of the table.
Her concern increasing, Bunmi pulled out a chair beside her and sat down. She wished Sade was here; she would have known what to do. Or at least, she would have taken responsibility for Mother and let her go out to play with her friends.
She thought of Ademayo and Monica, probably playing out on the street right now. They were brother and sister, her best friends. Monica would be talking about her not-quite-boyfriend, Yemi, from a few towns away. He accompanied his father as he delivered crates of fizzy drinks to stores across the state, and Monica had quite the crush on him. Ademayo, or Ayo to her, was a shy, quiet boy who Bunmi could share anything with. She longed to be out with them now instead of here, anxious about what was expected of her.
Now that she was the only daughter at home, Bunmi was beginning to realise that her time of play was coming to an end. She was the oldest, the only, child in the house.
She slid her hand over the table and clasped Mother’s forearm, rubbing it gently, in what she hoped was a soothing gesture; a gesture meant to encourage sharing and closeness. Mother’s eyes flickered to her hand, then back.
“Should I find father?” Bunmi asked. “Or get a neighbour? I’m sure Hasana –”
“No,” Mother said. Her eyes did not meet hers, but her voice was firm. “No, your father is looking for work, he shouldn’t be disturbed. And the neighbours, they – just no.”
“What is it? What’s happened?”
A flicker of fear shot through her.
“It’s not Sade is it? Did something go wrong in Italy?”
Hearing the fear in Bunmi’s voice stirred Mother, and she sighed, shaking her head.
“It’s not Sade, she’s fine,” Mother replied. “It’s Mrs Moneke, down the road.”
“Achike’s mother?” Bunmi asked, bewildered. Her relief that her sister was safe turned to confusion. “What about her?”
“She died.”
Bunmi stroked Mother’s arm and fetched more glasses of water for her, but she still was not sure why Mother was so affected by this news. She only knew Mrs Moneke as Achike’s mother and she had never actually seen her, as far as she could remember, for Mrs Moneke had been bedridden for years. Perhaps forever, Bunmi wondered.
She remembered Sade talking about Mrs Moneke once. A memory resurfaced, from the depths of childhood; Sade was sat cross-legged on the grass in the backyard, telling her stories. Bunmi had sat opposite her, enthralled by her tales. Adeleke had been unmarried back then, watching them with disinterest as she hung out the washing on the line. After she had relayed a tale of friendship amongst two small antelope, Sade had told her that Mother and Mrs Moneke had once been the best of friends, just like the two antelopes, until Mother had ended their friendship, cut off all contact and never spoken to her again.
The memory stirred in Bunmi’s conscious, shifting her thoughts, breaking through to the surface of her mind.
“Were you once friends with Mrs Moneke?” Bunmi asked cautiously, uncertain of the accuracy or the reliability of the memory from years ago.
Mother looked at her, her eyes meeting hers for the first time this morning, and then she looked down at the water’s cool surface in the glass between her clasped hands.
“Yes, we were close,” Mother said. “A long time ago,” she added, almost wistfully. A trace of a smile formed on her lips, as if she were remembering happier times, before friendship had turned to neglect and love had turned to disinterest.
“When you were children?” Bunmi prompted, when Mother fell silent, lost in her private thoughts.
“Yes, Bunmi, when we were children,” Mother nodded. “She was with me on my wedding day to your father. She was there when Adeleke was born. And Sade. She’d just fallen ill when you were born, so she didn’t come for your birth. She was a good friend.”
“Then what happened?” Bunmi asked. “Why did you stop being friends?”
“You’re too young to understand.”
“Mother, I’m thir–”
“You’re too young,” Mother said decisively, rising to her feet, the kitchen chair scraping along the floor. “You wouldn’t understand such matters. Only an adult would.”
With that she set about her everyday routine as she began to prepare the evening meal, chopping vegetables and banging pots and pans together as she worked. Bunmi waited, perched on the edge of her kitchen chair, but Mother showed no signs of the brief weakness, the moment of truth, she had shown earlier.
Bunmi, resigned to never knowing more than the brief glimpse into Mother’s past that she had been granted for a few precious moments, rose to her feet and retreated from the kitchen.
During the evening meal, Mother showed no sign of what she had shared with Bunmi earlier in the day. Dinner was a quieter time now that there were only the three of them around the table. The chatter and laughter that had emanated from the table when Adeleke, Ikenna and Sade had eaten with them seemed to echo in their absence. The cutlery scraped on crockery, Father occasionally murmured how good the food was, and Mother would offer a quiet response, such as “It was nothing, really,” or “Well, it’s your favourite, so –” and then the table would fall silent once more.
Father surprised her when he turned to Mother and asked a question Bunmi had not expected him to speak at all, let alone at dinner in her presence.
“Will you be attending Rebekah’s funeral?”
Mother was just as surprised by the question as Bunmi was, because she dropped her fork, which clattered loudly as it landed on the plate, ricocheted off and tumbled to the floor. She prolonged her answer by bending down in her chair and picking the fork up off the floor. When she re-emerged from under the tablecloth, her face was set. This was a look Bunmi could recognise. She was defensive, deliberately shielding her true emotions.
“I think I should, just to show my respects,” Mother said with composure, placing the fork on the tablecloth. “She was our neighbour after all, whatever might have transpired between us in the past.”
“Would you like me to come with you?” Father asked.
“No, you should look for more work,” Mother replied. Father frowned at the mention of work and lowered his eyes to his plate of food and fell silent for the rest of the meal. Bunmi glanced at Mother from the corner of her eye throughout the rest of the meal, but she showed no sign of confiding in her again. When dinner was finished, Mother stood up, told Bunmi to clear up the plates and then go to bed, and headed for the living room.
“What about our sewing lesson?” Bunmi asked.
“Not tonight,” Mother replied. She went into the living room. Father gave Bunmi a shrug and followed her. The door closed behind him. With a sigh, Bunmi began to clear the table, chewing over the questions she had and speaking them only in her mind, now that Sade was not here for her to talk to about such things.
A few days later, Mother attended Mrs Moneke’s funeral. Father was out looking for work again, and so Bunmi was left alone in the house. She lounged in the back yard, savouring the short break from the chores, wondering if Sade had heard the news all the way in Italy; Mother had received a postcard from her matrons but they had informed her that Sade had not yet acquired a telephone and anyway, Mother said, phone calls from Italy would cost a fortune. Bunmi doubted she had heard if she had not yet spoken to Mother. Would she have come back? Given what Bunmi knew about Sade and Achike’s closeness, she probably would have done. Maybe that was why Mother had not told her, or maybe the thought of informing her had simply not crossed her mind.
When she had finished her chores, Bunmi went out onto the street and waved as Ayo caught her eye. He sat on the wall across the street in his green vest and denim shorts. He was bare foot, his sandals on the dirt floor. He grinned at her. Monica wore a skirt and tank-top and make-up, dressed-up in case Yemi showed up, Bunmi thought. She was looking at her mobile phone, barely glancing up as Bunmi approached. Monica was a year older than them and as such had been allowed a mobile phone. For emergencies, of course. She clasped it in her hand, face almost pressed up against the screen.
“She’s waiting for Yemi to message her,” Ayo told Bunmi as she joined them, taking a seat on the low wall beside him. Monica leant against the wall and glared at her brother.
“You only say it like that because you’re jealous,” Monica snapped.
“Jealous?” Ayo laughed. “Of you or Yemi? I can’t think who I feel sorrier for.”
Monica swept her braids of her face and put a hand on her hip.
“You know exactly what I meant,” she spat out, shaking her head. “You’re jealous because I have a boyfriend and you have precisely nobody.”
“He’s not your boyfriend,” Ayo sniggered. “I bet he has a girl like you in every town.”
Monica swelled up to her full height, both hands on her hips now. She was petite and dainty, but she still looked dangerous as she teetered on the verge of a tantrum.
“Besides,” Ayo went on, unafraid of his sister. “I do have somebody. I have Bunmi.”
“Oh puh-lease,” Monica spouted, rounding on her brother. “Yemi isn’t that kind of boy. Not at all. How would you even know what he’s like, you’ve never spoken to him. And Bunmi doesn’t count as somebody. Do you Bunmi?”
Bunmi blushed.
“Why don’t I count?” she asked.
“Yeah, of course she counts,” Ayo defended her.  He leant sideways, leaning against Bunmi, putting his head on her shoulder. “She counts much more than Yemi does.”
Monica gave them a bemused look. It was the one she reserved for them when she was about to play the I’m-older-and-wiser-and-know-things-you-don’t card.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” she said, smiling indulgently as if they were babies rather than just a year younger than her. “I meant somebody as in romantically. You two are just friends. That doesn’t count.”
Bunmi blushed harder. She felt hot at such talk. She became aware, very aware, of Ayo’s head resting on her shoulder. It seemed Ayo had the same sudden realisation for he sat up and glanced sideways at her, his hands fidgeting in his lap.
“Well, it should count anyway,” he said, shaking his head.
Monica looked from one to the other and raised her eyebrows.
“You two like each other,” she gasped. She looked from Bunmi to Ayo again, clapping a hand over her mouth in mock horror. “Oh-my-goodness, you really do! You fancy each other.”
“No, we don’t,” Bunmi said, perhaps a little too quickly, feeling her face burning.
“We’re just friends,” Ayo agreed, though he did not sound entirely convincing, even to Bunmi’s ears. What did that mean, she wondered, did Ayo want to be more than just her friend? She wondered if she wanted that too. The heat rose up her face.
Monica looked about to argue her point when her phone beeped, and the screen flashed with a text message. She gave a squeal of excitement.
“It’s Yemi,” she declared, as if there had been any question. “I told you he would text.”
She distractedly wandered off down the street, eyes glued to her phone as her fingers scrabbled to send a text message back to him, leaving Bunmi and Ayo alone on the wall. Bunmi was questioning everything. Were they sitting too close together now? Should she laugh off Monica’s comments or forget all about them? Ayo was quiet too, perhaps thinking the same nervous thoughts as she was.
Bunmi opened her mouth to speak but was saved from having to think of something to say when she saw Father walking up the street, his shoulders slumped and a defeated look on his face once more.
“I should go back inside now,” Bunmi sighed.
Ayo nodded, seeing her father too. He smiled at her warmly, and Bunmi felt a rush through her. Perhaps she did have feelings that were more than just friendly, she thought. She pushed off from the wall and hesitated. Looking at Ayo, she kissed him lightly on the cheek. She was not sure what had made her do such a thing. He looked as surprised as she felt.
She was about to apologize when Ayo burst into another grin.
“Maybe I was right after all,” he said softly, looking as happy as she had ever seen him. “Maybe you really are my somebody.”
Bunmi smiled all the way back across the street and indoors.
It was late afternoon when Mother finally returned home. Father had already established himself in the living room with a newspaper, perhaps grateful that he had a few moments to read in peace before Mother came in and pestered him for news of whether he had found work or not. When Mother arrived home, a strange gleam in her eye let Bunmi know that something was amiss; something was being planned, plotted, and mulled over, by Mother. She was sure that if she had not yet informed her or Father yet, it was bound to be something big. Big and important. She just hoped it didn’t involve her; she had seen how Mother had taken control of Adeleke’s life by marrying her to Ikenna, and then Sade’s life by sending her to study in Italy; she wondered what Mother would have in store for her life. She thought about Ayo and whether he would be a part of her future. She hoped that he would. In the days since she had kissed him on the cheek, they had not talked of it but Bunmi sensed Ayo was a little different around her. Maybe this was how Achike was around Sade, how Yemi was around Monica. Was Ayo going to be her boyfriend?
It was not until the end of the week, during the preparations for dinner, that Mother finally revealed to Bunmi what it was that she had been plotting since Mrs Moneke’s funeral.
“We need more rice than that,” Mother had exclaimed, seeing Bunmi measure out the usual portions she cooked since it had become just the three of them dining.
“Why?” Bunmi asked, narrowing her eyes. “Are we having guests for dinner?”
“Don’t question me like that,” Mother snapped. Then she smiled. “And yes, we’re having guests. Two guests. Make sure you cook enough.  We don’t want them to think us rude in serving too little.”
Bunmi frowned but did as she was told, measuring out another two portions for their guests. She knew that Mother did not fear being rude to the guests in serving too little; Mother just wanted them to see how much food they could spare on their guests. It was a way to show off, rather than an indication of Mother’s good intentions.
“Who are these guests, Mother?”
Mother hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip whilst she thought on it and Bunmi was relieved when Mother decided to tell her, rather than dismiss such questions as childish and send her to sweep the yard.
“Mr Moneke and his son will be joining us,” Mother said. “I invited them after the funeral. They no longer have a woman to look after them, so I thought they deserved a special meal after all that they’ve been through.”
Bunmi saw through Mother’s neighbourly concern for their wellbeing; Mother was still up to something and she knew it must involve the Monekes. Another thought occurred to her. Perhaps Mother felt guilty for not visiting Mrs Moneke during the years she was alive and was making up for it, a form of penance, by looking after the family Rebekah had left behind in the wake of her death.
“I was speaking to Mr Moneke at the funeral,” Mother went on. “He said Achike has been promoted at his labouring job. He is a supervisor now. Apparently, he earns good money.” She considered herself, “Well, enough money, at any rate,” she reflected. “Such a shame, that such a hardworking young man should have to work and take care of his father, and all without a wife to support him. It’s a tragedy.”
Bunmi was suspicious of Mother’s tone, and the furtive look as she spoke.
“And Mr Moneke has taken retirement,” Mother went on, as if Bunmi had asked. “He got a reasonable payoff, from what I’ve heard, but money is no comfort when there is no woman in the house to care for him or his son.”
Bunmi quickly fixed a smile on her face and busied herself preparing the food.
“Why don’t you leave the rice to cook now, hovering over it won’t make it cook any faster,” Mother said, hushing her away from the stove. “You should go and wash. I’ll come up shortly to help you dress and fix your hair. You’re getting so pretty now, Bunmi, now that you’re an adult.”
Bunmi rushed upstairs to shower. This was the first time Mother had ever referred to her as an adult; just a week ago she was admonishing her over her childish ways during their evening sewing lesson. Now she was an adult.
A dark thought formed in Bunmi’s mind and she tried to drown it out with the rushing water of the shower and the groaning and whining of the pipes.
At dinner, Bunmi’s dark thoughts flourished and a heavy feeling bubbled inside her stomach before it sank through her body to the soles of her feet. When dinner was finished, and Mr Moneke and Achike had commented on how wonderful Mother’s cooking was, Mother waved them off.
“My dear Bunmi did most of the cooking,” she said. Mr Moneke fixed an eye on Bunmi, and she sank down a little in her chair, before jumping to her feet and helping Mother clear away the table.
When they had joined Father, Mr Moneke and Achike in the living room, Bunmi’s dark imaginings were proved right.
“I have to admit that I had my doubts about your proposition,” Mr Moneke said, turning to Mother. “But I’ve thought it over and after this evening, I think I’ve made my decision. I think you are right.”
Bunmi saw that Achike’s face was sour, as if he were being forced to chew salt, and she wondered if he already knew, as she now suspected, what was being planned.
“Excellent,” Mother cried, jumping to her feet. “It’s just that with dear Rebekah gone, I’m sure you’ve missed a woman’s cooking.”
“I did all the cooking for us,” Achike muttered under his breath.
Mother pretended not to hear him.
“And besides, Achike is getting of an age when I’m sure you’ve been thinking of marriage,” Mother went on. Bunmi swallowed hard. “And Bunmi has never been one for education and now she’s older, I think the union of our two families could be a blessing. I’m sure Rebekah would have wanted this.”
“Of course, we would need to discuss the bride price, the idana,” Mr Moneke said. He ignored her mention of his late wife. “But I’m sure myself and Mr Babatunde,” he gestured to Father, who looked at him squarely, eyes glancing shrewdly at Mother, “Can negotiate a fair settlement that suits both of our families.”
“Wonderful,” Mother said. “With my husband out of work, we would be honoured to consider any price you see as fair, Mr Moneke. Bear in mind, please, that Bunmi is young and fertile; she started bleeding just a few months ago. She’ll make a good bride for your son.”
“I’m sure she will,” Mr Moneke said, glancing at Bunmi again. Bunmi stood by the couch on which Mother sat, her hands folded behind her back, eyes mostly on the floor. She felt her heart pounding in her chest but made no movement. “Tell me, Bunmi,” Mr Moneke said, and Bunmi looked at his face. He smiled kindly. “Tell me, what are your thoughts on marrying my only son?”
Bunmi hesitated. She looked at Achike, who was glaring at the floor. It was clear that for him, the marriage was not something he wanted. Rather, marriage to her was not something he wanted. Bunmi was sure that marriage to Sade would have seen him jumping for joy. She thought of Sade, away in Italy, and of her love for Achike, which she had told Bunmi about as they lay in bed, giggling. She looked at Mother, who nodded encouragingly.
“I think it would be an honour,” Bunmi said, and Mother smiled with relief, nodding and turning her attention to Mr Moneke once more, who was smiling at her answer.
“Why don’t Bunmi and I go and make you both a drink?” Mother said, getting to her feet. “That will give you and my husband some time to discuss a fair bride price.”
Mr Moneke and Father were already talking in hushed tones as Bunmi followed Mother out of the living room. She shot a last glance at Achike, who sat beside his father, arms crossed over his chest, scowling.
“Don’t worry about him,” Mother said, setting about making the drinks, guessing what was worrying her. “He’ll soon come around to the idea.”
“What if I don’t want to marry him?”
Mother looked up sharply, eyes narrowed.
“Your father can’t find work, no matter how hard or how far he looks,” she hissed, under her breath so that Mr Moneke and Achike in the living room would not hear her. “Your sisters don’t give a penny to the upkeep of this house. We need that bride price.”
Bunmi heard Mother’s words, and yet...
“What about me though?” she protested.
She thought about Ayo. He was her friend. Perhaps soon to be her boyfriend.
“Don’t be so selfish,” Mother snapped. “Your bride price will support your father and I, what more can you wish for than to help your ageing parents?” Bunmi looked down at her feet, ashamed of her selfishness. “And besides, you will be marrying a young man with a labouring job, a house just down the road, and some prospects. This marriage will be a blessing for you, and for your father and I. God has heard my prayers and has answered me.”
Bunmi could not stop thinking of Ayo.
“Why couldn’t Sade marry him then?” she asked. “You said he wasn’t good enough for -”
Mother shook her head.
“Things change. People change. Besides, she is carving a career for herself in Italy. When she returns, she will be one of the most eligible women in this neighbourhood,” Mother said. “I don’t want her tethered to a labourer, not when she can do so much better in her marriage.”
Bunmi felt slighted by Mother’s words, hurt that she wanted so much for Sade and so little for her.
“But Sade loves him, and he loves her,” Bunmi insisted.
“Love,” Mother snorted. She seemed amused by such a term. “He’ll soon forget her, and she’ll forget him. Out of sight, out of mind.”
“Why can’t I go to Italy and she can –”
“Stop this selfishness this instant, Bunmi Babatunde. You will marry the Moneke boy and you will be happy and make your father and I proud. Your sisters have chosen their paths in life, and this is the one you will choose. Now, take these drinks back in for Mr Moneke and your husband-to-be. And smile, dear.”
Bunmi did as Mother bid her. She blinked away her tears and tried to force the image of Ayo from her mind. She wondered if she was really being selfish, if it was too much to ask to be able to choose her own path in life. She realised that Adeleke and Sade had not chosen their paths, no more than she was choosing hers. Mother was the one choosing for them.
Neither of them had fought her.
Bunmi would not either.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Though Bunmi was betrothed to Achike, she still could not help but think of the young, handsome boy she was to marry as Sade’s great love and not hers. She remembered Sade whispering excitedly to her about the times she had spent with him, their closeness, her love for him. With the neighbourhood talking about Bunmi’s engagement, she could not help but resent her sister for entering her thoughts unwelcome and unbidden, reminding her in words that seemed to have echoed on the wind all the way from Italy, that Achike was hers and that the whole marriage was a sham and that Achike would never love Bunmi the way that he had loved her and always would.
The thought that her husband-to-be could never love her as much as he had loved her sister was a thought that Bunmi found herself frequently wrestling with in the weeks after the decision had been made that they would be married.
Mr Moneke had offered a bride price that Father had seen as fair. Bunmi had not been told what the price was, and she did not think that she really wanted to know. Did anyone, after all, really want to know the value that their father and husband’s family thought her worth? No, it was best that she never knew the price for her hand in marriage.
Mother insisted that the bride price was only a part of the benefits of marriage to Achike. He was working as a labourer, or a supervisor, whatever that entailed, in a nearby town and Bunmi, from her bedroom window, had seen him leaving in the early hours of the morning, trudging up the road in his boots and shorts, and not returning until the sky began to darken, his clothes sweat-stained and damp, his shoulders stooped. He would be able to support her, Mother assured her, whenever Bunmi showed any sign of resistance to the idea of marriage.
Not that Bunmi could do anything about it now. Mr Moneke and Father had signed the marriage contract. The bride price was being readied by Mr Moneke, and Bunmi sometimes wondered if Achike’s hard-earned money was going straight into Father’s hand as part of the marriage settlement. As Mother often alluded to, but never outright divulged, Bunmi was bound to marry Achike both legally and morally now. There was no way out.
As was expected of her, Bunmi had dropped out of school. She had bid farewell to her classmates and her teachers, taking the promises to keep in touch with a pinch of salt, as the old saying went. She had seen other girls drop out to be married; she had never heard of them again. She had just never expected to count herself among the girls who had left her education to be married.
She had been too afraid to tell Ayo and Monica of her news, though she longed to share it with them. They were her closest friends and yet something had stopped her. Perhaps it was fear of losing Ayo, of things changing between them. He had perhaps noticed a change in her, was at a loss as to what may have caused it, but he was left in no doubt when her departure from school was announced by their teacher. Sat at the desk beside hers, Bunmi watched his eyes widen with shock.
“Let’s have a round of applause for Bunmi,” the teacher said, after imparting to the class the news that she was to drop out and be married. “Congratulations, dear.”
Ayo had studiously kept his eyes forward, blinking hard. Bunmi wanted to weep as she watched him struggle to remain composed, to process the news that she was still digesting herself.
“I am so sorry,” Bunmi had pleaded with him after class had finished. “I should have told you, I know, but I just didn’t want to -” She trailed off, biting her lip so that she would not cry. Ayo let out a long sigh and threw his arms around her in a warm embrace.
“It’s okay Bunmi, I understand,” Ayo said, his breath on her ear as he held her close. “We will always be friends. If you still want to be?”
“Yes, of course I do,” Bunmi declared at once, as Ayo released her.
She had breathed him in, the scent she had grown used to over years of friendship without even realising. She wondered if she could be friends with him once she was married. She would no longer be allowed out to play, she thought. And would Achike approve of her spending time with another boy?
It seemed Ayo was thinking such thoughts too, for he looked as if he were in mourning the whole walk back from school. Monica did not walk back with them, traipsing after them, arms-linked with one of her girlfriends. Bunmi wondered if Monica would remain her friend after she knew of the marriage, when she realised that Bunmi had perhaps broken Ayo’s heart.
They had walked slower than usual, as slow as they dared to. Bunmi wished she could slow time, could make every second last a lifetime, but it was too soon that they came to a halt outside her house.
“I am truly sorry,” Bunmi said, blushing hard. There was so much she wanted to say to him, and yet she could hardly string more than a few words together. “Ayo, I really do care so much for you. You are the greatest best friend a girl could ever ask for.”
Ayo smiled at her words, though his face was tinged with sadness.
“Don’t be sorry, Bunmi, this is just how life is,” Ayo said, and Bunmi wondered at the effort it must be taking him to remain so strong, to put such a brave face and speak such kinds words to her. She wanted to cry on his shoulder and lament. “If you ever need a friend, you know I’ll always be here for you.”
Bunmi hugged him close to her and a few tears slid from her eyes despite her best efforts to stop them. She was sure Ayo had cried too, for when she went to pull away, he muttered something and held her for another long moment, sniffing hard, and then he released her.
“Goodbye Ayo,” she had waved him off, watching him go back down the road with slumped shoulders and, no doubt, a heavy heart.
Instead of going to school, Bunmi now spent her days being taught by Mother the more important lessons she would now need; lessons on how to be a good wife. She learnt recipes that Mother had never shown her before, and her sewing lessons became a nightly routine that she dreaded. Mother taught her these things with an urgency that almost frightened Bunmi.
“Why should we wait long months for the marriage?” Mr Moneke had exclaimed, when the issue of when the marriage was to take place was first discussed. “As soon as the bride price is paid, they should be wed. It makes no sense to wait any longer than that.”
Mother had agreed and so the lessons had begun. Mr Moneke was almost finished paying Father his agreed upon instalments of the bride price, the idana. It had been three months since the discussion of marriage had first taken place, which left Bunmi to wonder if Father had really asked for all that much in return for giving away her hand in marriage to someone who was, apart from the whispered stories Sade had recounted of him, a complete stranger to her.
Under such circumstances, Bunmi celebrated her fourteenth birthday. She had wanted to go and play outside with Ayo and Monica, but Mother had raised an eyebrow at this.
“At your age, you don’t play outside on the street like a child,” Mother had said, shutting down any further suggestion of it. Bunmi had not dared to protest. She had wondered if Mother would take her more seriously, would treat her as an adult, once she was married. “We will throw you a party here.”
To Bunmi’s relief, she was at least allowed some input over the guest list. Mother had agreed that Monica and Ayo could attend, finding nothing to object to when Bunmi had suggested it, careful not to put too much emphasis on the invite lest Mother deduce that her feelings for Ayo were perhaps still more than just friendly in their nature.
Bunmi had of course known that Achike would be attending. He was to be her husband after all. Mother made sure everyone saw them together, parading them around the party as if they were a prized portrait on display. Bunmi and Achike still found little to talk about, and Bunmi had quickly sought out Monica in the sea of guests, eyes straining for a glimpse of Ayo.
“He couldn’t make it,” Monica said, when Bunmi gave up all pretence and asked after him. Bunmi’s face fell, and Monica shifted uncomfortably. “He told me to give you a hug and a kiss on your cheek for your birthday,” she said quickly. She did, but it did nothing to lessen Bunmi’s disappointment. “At least I came,” Monica said, attempting a joke, forcing a laugh.
“Yes, I’m glad you could make it,” Bunmi said, trying to make light of the situation, wondering if Ayo was busy or if he just did not want to watch as Mother paraded her and Achike around and around. Bunmi could not blame him for wanting to miss it. She knew that if things were the other way around, she would not want to see him with some other girl.
She had chatted with Monica, who seemed determined to cheer up her friend and began recounting her latest date with Yemi, but Bunmi had only half her mind at the party and on Monica’s story of how she and Yemi had snuck off down a backstreet and stolen a kiss whilst his father had been unloading the truck. The other half remained on Ayo and what he was doing now, if he was thinking of her, wishing that the circumstances could have been different.
In the kitchen, Bunmi opened a bottle of lemonade. She grabbed a plastic cup and poured, grateful for a moment alone. The door opened and Achike appeared, looking harassed. He caught sight of her and hesitated, but it was too late for him to turn around and walk back out to avoid her. He slowly approached her, hesitant.
“I just needed a break for a minute,” Achike said, abashed, as if she had caught him doing something wrong. She smiled in understanding. “Your mother. She’s...spirited, shall we say?”
Bunmi laughed.
“She’s certainly possessed with a spirit of some kind,” she agreed, eliciting a smile from him. “Whether that spirit is good or bad, well that’s not for me to guess.”
Achike gave a chuckle. He had a nice laugh, Bunmi thought. He came to the table and picked up a plastic cup from the pack. Bunmi took a second to observe him as he held out the cup and she poured him some lemonade. He wore faded blue jeans and a faded yellow polo-shirt. The short sleeves were tight against the muscles of his arms. He was handsome, Bunmi thought, almost dropping the bottle and spilling lemonade everywhere when Achike caught her looking at him in such a way.
She blushed and stammered her apologies as Achike grabbed a handful of paper towels and mopped up the mess she had made on the table. He did not chastise her, but nor did he seem to know what else to say. Bunmi was at a loss for words too. She thought about Ayo. It was never so difficult to talk to him.
“I’m sorry,” she managed, when Achike had tidied up and taken the bottle safely from her hands and screwed the lid back on. She still blushed. Achike picked up his cup and took a sip, so Bunmi did the same for lack of anything else to do.
“At least it’s good to escape from the craziness out there,” Achike muttered, shifting his weight on his feet awkwardly. Bunmi quickly agreed, nodding fervently, anxious to put him at ease so he would not completely hate the thought of marrying her. Or at least, hopefully, hate the idea a little less...
“Mother can be a bit much, but I guess she means well,” Bunmi said, realising that this was the longest she and Achike had spent alone together. “Most of the time, at least.”
Achike murmured a response that Bunmi did not quite make out, his eyes fixed on something beyond Bunmi. She turned to follow his eyes and her heart fell as she saw the postcard from Italy, pinned up on the fridge.
She looked back at Achike. He opened his mouth as if to ask after Sade, then quickly thought better of it and stammered his excuses. He gave a last glance at the postcard and left the kitchen.
Bunmi watched the door close, feeling the small glimmer of hope she had felt for a moment as she and Achike had laughed together shatter as the door shut behind him. He would be her husband in just a matter of weeks, and he was in love with Sade, it was plain to her eyes and surely would be to everyone else. It was humiliating and heart-breaking. She wanted to weep for Achike, but she too deserved tears.
She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand as the door opened and Mother swooped in like a hawk descending on her prey, talons readying to snatch her from safety.
“You cannot hide in here, not on your birthday party,” Mother chastised her.
Mother clasped Bunmi’s shoulder and led her back into the party. If she had seen Bunmi’s tears, then she did not mention them.
“Please put a smile on your face,” Mother whispered, “It is your birthday and you are soon to be married. What could you possibly have to frown about?”
Bunmi sighed and plastered a false smile on her face as was expected of her.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

The week of the wedding arrived sooner than Bunmi could have thought possible. The neighbourhood crackled with an excitement that Bunmi wished she could share in and yet the more she tried to relax the less it seemed she could.
A few days before her wedding, Adeleke arrived at the house, unaccompanied by Ikenna. He had work matters to attend to, Adeleke had explained, though Mother had seemed not to believe her. Adeleke adhered to Mother’s unspoken rules and acted as if Bunmi were marrying her true love, rather than a boy whose father had paid Father a small amount of money for her hand in marriage. She wondered if Adeleke knew of Sade and Achike’s history, but if she did, her eldest sister did not mention it.
Bright canopies were constructed in the street outside the house as if Bunmi needed any more of a reminder that the wedding approached. Achike alone seemed to share in her lack of enjoyment but Bunmi dare not voice such a thing to him, unable to bond over the one thing they seemed to have in common.
The night before the wedding, Adeleke and Mother fussed over Bunmi. She was irritated. She still had not spent any time with Achike, besides a small conversation snatched in the kitchen at her birthday party, and that had hardly filled her with hope for their married life. She wondered if it was possible that they might spend their whole lives as man and wife not talking. The thought scared her.
Though they had not spoken, she had been given the chance to see him in person, alone, and although she could barely dare to admit it to herself, as if Sade would hear her thoughts all the way in Europe, she was embarrassed to find that he was handsome when the boyish scowl was gone from his face. His hair was short and his figure lean, muscles thin and strong like knots of rope were forming beneath the skin on his arms, probably from the long hours of labouring he was undertaking. She felt guilty for having an attraction to him, as if she were betraying Sade, and yet she was the one who was to wed him.
She had not given much thought to the fact that she would soon be living in the Moneke’s house, sharing a bed with Achike, sharing her life with him, despite the fact their only conversation had lasted all of twenty seconds. If she dwelled on these thoughts she succumbed to a headache and felt weak with fatigue, so she had made a conscientious effort not to think on them at all.
Now, even as she readied her outfit for the wedding and washed herself in preparation, then crawled into her bed, she did not think of the day that awaited her or how her life would be after tomorrow. It would be the last night she spent in this bed, the last night she spent in this house. It was her last night as Bunmi Babatunde. Tomorrow she would become Mrs Moneke, a married woman who would be expected to perform her marital duties, and not just the cooking and cleaning and housekeeping.
She closed her eyes, willing sleep to come and rescue her from these thoughts, trying to forget about Sade, Achike, the wedding and the future that awaited her.
From the moment that Bunmi awoke, she had less than a second to herself. Perhaps Mother sensed that she would mope and dwell on dark thoughts if left alone, and so she made sure Bunmi did not have any time for such things.
Aunts and cousins and relatives so distantly related that even Mother probably had trouble remembering their place on the family tree descended upon the house. The smell of cooking hung in the air and even from upstairs Bunmi could hear the chaos that signalled the day had arrived. Though the ceremony did not start until mid-afternoon, Bunmi was set upon by Mother, Adeleke and two aunts that must have been from Mother’s side of the family, for they bore the same hawkish eyes, and lips that were perpetually set in a frown of disapproval.
Bunmi wore a buba made of ornately stitched lace. The iro, the gele headdress and the shoulder-sash were all made of aso oke, as was Yoruba tradition, in deep crimson, that even Bunmi had to admit was beautiful.
Mother held her at arms-length and gazed her admiringly for only a moment before she set upon her with a make-up brush and Bunmi squeezed her eyes shut as her transformation from girl to bride continued in the hot, oppressive confines of her bedroom.
She thought of Sade and what her sister would have made of it all if she were here with them. She was sure that her sister would have rescued her from Mother’s clutches if only for a short while. Even if not, Sade would have made light of the situation. They would have joked and laughed at the commotion downstairs all for Bunmi.
No, Bunmi thought sadly. Though she may imagine all she liked, the reality hit her that Sade would not have approved. She would have been more upset even than Bunmi was if she were forced to watch her sister marry Achike, the man that Bunmi had no doubt Sade still loved, would always love.
It was with relief that Bunmi was relinquished from Mother’s grasp. She looked in the mirror and gasped. She did indeed look like a young woman now. She no longer looked so plain and ordinary. She looked radiant. Her skin glowed. Her aunts exchanged a meaningful look and nodded their heads in approval, looking like clucking birds of paradise in their ornately styled purple gele headdresses.
“You have done a wonderful job,” one of them congratulated Mother, patting her on the arm and observing Bunmi as if she were an art project rather than a bride.
“I have worked a miracle,” Mother acknowledged, unabashed with her lack of modesty as she beamed at the compliment. She surveyed Bunmi with her sceptical eye but seemed not to find anything to correct. At least not yet, Bunmi thought. She raised a finger and wagged it sternly under Bunmi’s nose. “You are not to mess it up. You look divine and I want everyone to see you as such, do you hear me, Bunmi Babatunde?”
Bunmi nodded. She wondered if she would still have to listen to Mother once she was married. That question brought up too many thoughts, too much uncertainty, and she quickly shut down such an idea.
It was best, she decided, to try and think as little as possible, today of all days.
She managed to keep her word to Mother and avoid disturbing the layers of make-up and God-knew what else on her face. Mother checked her over before the ceremony started and sighed with relief. She wiped her eyes with a tissue, already bubbling with emotion though the rituals had not yet started.
Bunmi was anxious at being the centre of attention. She had hoped that Adeleke would give her some reassuring advice or sisterly wisdom but was disappointed. Adeleke spent the afternoon looking sour-faced and unapproachable, and Bunmi could only assume that it was because of Ikenna, or indeed his absence.
As Bunmi herself was Yoruba and Achike and his family were Igbo, their wedding was a mixture of both traditions. Bunmi was anxious when Achike and his father lay on the floor and begged for her hand in marriage. Though it was part of the wedding tradition, Bunmi had half-expected Achike not to bother at all. She smiled in relief more than anything when he did as he had no doubt been forced to, and Father and Mother accepted their offerings.
Achike looked dashing in his silver embroidered dashiki and he no longer wore a scowl on his face. Looking at him, Bunmi could almost pretend that he was happy to be marrying her.
Bunmi felt her confidence blossom as the beat of the drums and the chants of the guests grew louder. Bunmi and Achike were pronounced man and wife as day turned to night and hundreds of twinkling fairy lights lit up the street all around them, hanging from the canopies and entwined around the metal poles holding them up.
Mountains of homecooked food were served and gallons of wine flowed as the guests celebrated. Bunmi let herself be carried away by the atmosphere and found herself laughing more easily and smiling with joy as the evening progressed.
She beamed as Monica hugged her close and congratulated her. Ayo stood beside her and he too hugged her, though he quickly released her as if afraid that Achike would accuse him of being inappropriate with his new bride should the embrace last longer than a second. Bunmi was pleased that he had attended, though she was sure he had questioned whether he should.
He wore a royal blue dashiki and looked smarter than she had ever seen him. He looked handsome, she thought, as he pushed his glasses up his nose nervously. Perhaps her thoughts shone in her eyes, for Ayo blushed under her gaze and after congratulating her, he led Monica off into the midst of the party.
Bunmi watched them go, feeling deflated. She glanced at Achike at her side and wondered if he had noticed anything untoward in her interaction with Ayo, but he was barely paying her attention and so she doubted he had even registered their presence.
In the commotion of the day, Bunmi had forgotten that the wedding itself was not her only duty. Mother bustled over to them, nudging her way through the crowd of guests using her elbows, and reminded them both that they still had to consummate the marriage.
Bunmi blushed hard. Achike’s smile vanished and he looked solemnly down at his feet. A hundred thoughts raced through Bunmi’s mind. What if Achike could not perform his marital duties? If he was not attracted to her, then was that possible? And what if it hurt her so much that she had to stop it? Would he declare her a bad wife and dissolve the marriage in a matter of hours? Bunmi’s mind raced almost as much as her pulse. Achike left her side with averted eyes, led back home by Mr Moneke and Father.
Bunmi was drenched in nervous sweat as she was taken by Mother and Adeleke over to the Moneke house to ready herself for the consummation of her marriage. The guests parted to make way for her. She did not see Ayo in the crowd, and she was glad for that at least. The last thing she needed was another reason to feel terrible.
As she entered Achike’s bedroom, Bunmi tried to hide her nerves. She smiled at him and stood by his double-bed and waited, clasping her hands tightly behind her back, determined not to display any fear.
Achike looked at her, reservation in his eyes, and sighed. Bunmi felt a mixture of pity for him and annoyance. Was she so unattractive, so unappealing as a wife, that he could not consummate their marriage? She flushed hard and Achike came to her. He leant close and she felt her whole body, every muscle, tense in apprehension. He kissed her gently on the forehead and then he turned from her.
Though she was surprised, Bunmi felt relieved.
“You don’t want to -” she started, unable to even finish the question.
Achike looked at her for a beat and then shook his head.
“I’m sorry,” he told her.
“Don’t be,” Bunmi said quickly. Perhaps too quickly, for Achike seemed to relax a little upon realising that she had no more wish than he did to consummate their marriage.
Instead, they played a game of cards, lying on top of the bed, whilst Mr Moneke, Mother and Father waited downstairs.
When the time came, Achike pricked his finger and smeared the blood onto the bedsheet. Bunmi watched him, aware that the blood was to represent the loss of her virginity. Together they went downstairs and Achike presented them the bloodstained cloth.
Mother was delighted, hugging Bunmi close to her.
“You are truly a woman now, Bunmi,” she exclaimed, in a voice so loud that Bunmi would have been surprised if the whole party did not now know. If Mother had not been so relieved, and had not had a few drinks at the party, then Bunmi was certain she would have realised something was amiss, for her make-up was just as it had been and her clothes had not been removed or ruffled, but Bunmi was not going to give her any chance to notice such things.
Father shook Achike’s hand and cajoled Mother back to the party. Mr Moneke waited a while and then he too left the house. The drumbeats and the rise and fall of laughter and singing was audible to the whole neighbourhood, but Bunmi did not wish to go back.
“Another game of cards?” Achike suggested, perhaps sensing her reluctance, or perhaps sharing in it.
Bunmi smiled and nodded, and they returned upstairs to resume their game. They were still in the bedroom when Mr Moneke returned some hours later. He went straight to sleep. Bunmi, feeling tired herself, wondered about her sleeping arrangements, when Achike crept out of the bedroom, tiptoed downstairs, and slept on the couch, leaving Bunmi relieved and grateful at his actions, or inactions.
In the morning, before the sun had even risen, Achike snuck back upstairs to change for work and Bunmi struggled to convey her appreciation for what he had done.
“I didn’t just do it for you,” he said quietly, so as not to wake his father, or let him know that their consummation had not been carried out. “I did it for Sade too.”
The words struck Bunmi far harder and far deeper than she had thought possible. Though she could not confess to loving her husband and did not expect him to love her, the realisation that he was still in love with Sade despite their wedding, despite the fact she had taken his name and was expected to be wifely to him in all ways, was hard to swallow. Seeing the look on her face that his words had caused, Achike bowed his head and shifted guiltily on his feet.
“I’m sorry,” he said. He struggled to meet her eyes, that were searching his face for some hint that he might, one day, grow to love her as a wife. He headed for the door. “I should go to work.”
He left.
Bunmi swept the house and tidied up. She joined Mother and Adeleke on their trip to the market and bought food for their dinner. She made lunch for Mr Moneke. When Achike returned home later in the evening, she put his food down in front of him and asked how his day had been. They spoke little, facing each other across the table. Mr Moneke had watched them expectantly and Achike had taken her by the hand after she had cleaned up and led her upstairs to his bedroom.
Once out of his father’s sight, he dropped her hand, which fell to her side. They played cards again, though the intent was to make Mr Moneke believe that they were in bed, Bunmi being a good wife in all ways.




CHAPTER TWENTY

The weeks soon turned to months and Bunmi felt her feelings for Achike growing, yet his seemed unchanging towards her. He did all the right things, as a husband should. He treated her well, was respectful towards her, but still she knew that his heart lay firmly with Sade.
When Mr Moneke finally found out that the marriage had not yet been consummated, he was furious. Not just furious with Achike, whom he was angry with for not taking his vows seriously, but also with Bunmi. It seemed he doubted her intentions. After all, if a wife would not lay in bed with her husband, even after the idana had been paid, then what else would she shrug off from her list of marital duties?
Bunmi tried to express her innocence, but Achike stepped in as Mr Moneke raged at them in the small kitchen, the plates from dinner still soaking in the water of the sink.
“It’s my fault,” Achike said, stepping in front of Bunmi as if to shield her from his father’s wrath. “I couldn’t, not when -” He hesitated, giving a guilty glance back at his wife. “Not when I’m still in love with Sade.”
“Sade is gone,” Mr Moneke said, without remorse. “This is your wife now,” he gestured to Bunmi, who blushed. “You both have a duty.”
“I know,” Achike said. “I’m sorry.”
Mr Moneke sighed. The long expulsion of breath seemed to let out the last of his anger, his shoulders deflating.
“It must be done,” he said, his voice no longer raised. “It’s a way of marriage.”
“I know,” Achike said, resigned. “We’ll consummate it tonight.”
Bunmi stood beside him and shivered. Not just at the thought of laying with him for the first time, but at the reluctant acceptance in his voice. She had always imagined, the times she had thought of it, that laying with her husband would be a joyous, passionate thing for them both. The tone of Achike’s voice made it sound like a chore.
“Good boy,” Mr Moneke said, and retreated to the living room.
Alone together in the kitchen, Bunmi wanted to speak, but she did not know what she could possibly say. Achike glanced at her and followed his father from the room, leaving her to the dishes that remained in the sink.
That night, when Mr Moneke had gone to bed with a stern look at them both, Achike and Bunmi went upstairs to Achike’s bedroom. To their bedroom, Bunmi corrected herself.
She stood awkwardly beside the bed as Achike wearily peeled his shirt and shorts off, standing before her in his underwear. He reached over his shoulder with one hand and rubbed at his shoulder blade with his fingertip, his face showing he felt the ache of a hard day’s labouring in his muscles. Bunmi stepped forward.
“Let me,” she said.
Achike dropped both of his arms to his sides and Bunmi massaged his shoulders, her husband giving a soft groan occasionally when she unknotted a particularly tight nerve.
“Thank you,” he said, when she had finished. He sat down heavily on the end of the bed. Bunmi remained standing, unsure what she should do.
“I’ve never done this before,” she said.
Achike glanced at her, and Bunmi realised at once that this would not be his first time. She wondered if his thoughts had already turned to Sade.
“We can wait for -” she started, but he shook his head.
“No,” Achike sighed. “Tonight. You heard my father.”
Bunmi sat down beside him, and he gently undressed her, his hands delicate. She remained seated, only moving to help him pull the dress over the top of her head. She blushed as she sat in her underwear before him, and he hesitated.
She smiled encouragingly at him, and he smiled back. It was a proper smile, and his eyes sparkled, and Bunmi felt something in her chest. She wondered if she was falling in love with her husband. His hard work, the way he had defended her in front of Mr Moneke, his gentle touch and the vulnerability he had shown to her as she had massaged him.
He put his hands either side of her face. He closed his eyes and she did too. His lips met hers and she trembled. His lips left hers, and she opened her eyes.
Achike’s hands fell from her face, dropping to his sides. He slid across the bed away from her. Bunmi felt a crushing sense of rejection.
“I’m sorry,” he said, as he pulled the covers over himself and turned onto his side, his back to her. His voice was quiet, ashamed.
Bunmi slid into bed to join him and turned the lamp off. The room was plunged into darkness. Achike was silent and so Bunmi followed his lead and did not make a sound.
Lying on her back in the darkness, she was uncomfortably aware that her husband lay awake beside her, uninterested in her as his wife, his thoughts even now on Sade. She wondered how different her married life may have been if Ayo was her husband.
“You don’t have to be sorry,” Bunmi whispered to his back, into the darkness. “I understand. You wish Sade was here instead of me.”
She wondered if she wished she were here with Ayo instead of him.
She heard Achike turn onto his back, the mattress creaked at his movement.
“I love her,” he said.
“I love her too,” Bunmi sighed. “She is my sister. My best friend. We should never have married.”
Achike was silent, which to her mind confirmed his agreement, whether he wanted to give voice to it or not. She felt tears pooling in the corners of her eyes and she began to sob. Achike murmured something that she did not hear.
She felt him draw closer, his arm sliding around her, enveloping her in his warmth as he pulled her against him.
“Don’t cry,” he whispered.
“I’m sorry,” Bunmi managed between gentle sobs. “I can’t help it.”
They lay like that for a long time until Bunmi’s sobs subsided. She felt safe in his arms, she realised, and she could even forgive him for wishing that it were her sister here in his embrace rather than her.
She half-turned to face him. His eyes were half-open, lips slightly parted. Bunmi could not help herself. She kissed him on the lips. Achike’s eyes flew open, surprised. She apologised at once, and his eyes softened.
He shifted her onto her back and gently removed her underwear. Bunmi put a hand on her stomach, embarrassed by the folds of flesh on her body, but Achike seemed not to notice. The bed creaked as he shifted his weight so that he could remove his own underwear. Bunmi’s breathing was fast. She knew what was ahead of her; Mother and Adeleke had explained everything to her on the night of her wedding.
It was fast and perfunctory. Achike did not kiss her, though his chapped hands were gentle on her skin. He shuddered in her arms and then rolled off her, their marriage finally consummated. Sweat lingered on her forehead and Bunmi felt bloody wetness between her thighs, sliding down her skin to the damp sheets beneath her. She waited for him to pull the covers over them both and lie beside her, his arm around her shoulders again so she could nestle into the crook of his arm and sleep in the warmth of his embrace. He lay down beside her, pulled the covers over them both as she had hoped. Then he rolled over on to his side, his back to her once more, and whispered, “Good night, wife.”
Bunmi lay on her back, staring up at the dark ceiling, the pain in her private parts still sending waves of discomfort through her body, and whispered back “Good night, husband.” He did not respond, and she wondered if he felt guilty, as if he had betrayed Sade in consummating their marriage. Achike drifted to sleep quickly, but she lay awake, unable to sleep, and she felt that she and Achike were not the only ones in the bedroom that night. Instead, it felt as if Sade was there too, in spirit rather than body, her presence weighing down on their marital bed as surely and as unwelcome as if she had been standing over them in person passing judgement against what they had just done.
After the consummation of their marriage, Bunmi was relieved that Achike seemed to soften towards her. Though she could see in the depths of his eyes that Sade was still the woman that he loved, perhaps always would, he was beginning to warm towards her. Though he was tender with her, affection on occasion, their love life was infrequent at best. Most nights they barely touched and Achike rolled over onto his side, his back to her as he told her that he was too tired after work, before he fell quickly asleep.
It was not love, not yet, but Bunmi was hopeful that given time, the warmth he was showing towards her would grow into love. She prayed that one day he would take her into his arms as a husband should his wife, just as they had on the night, they had consummated their marriage.
Her feelings for him had most certainly developed into love. Sometimes, late at night as Achike slept, his chest rising and falling lightly at her side, she wondered what would happen when Sade returned from Italy and found that her sister had married the man she loved. She dismissed these thoughts; the consequences of her return had too many possibilities, none of which seemed very appealing to Bunmi, and so she imagined that Sade had met a wonderful young Italian man, married him and stayed away, far from her and Achike, somewhere Achike would not see her, where her presence would not stir up and reignite his slowly subsiding feelings for her.
And his feelings for Sade were subsiding, Bunmi thought. She could almost sense that as his warmth towards her grew, he was beginning to forget her sister. When they visited Mother for dinner once a week, he no longer asked about Sade and how her trip was going. Mother had sensed it too.
“I was right,” she concluded, when she got Bunmi alone in the kitchen on the pretence of getting Achike and Mr Moneke a drink. “He’ll soon only have eyes for you.”
“What about when Sade comes back from Italy?” Bunmi asked, unable to stop herself.
Mother thought on it. When they returned to the dining table, Bunmi was surprised when she turned her attention to Achike.
“Oh, before I forget,” Mother said, smiling sweetly at him, which, Bunmi had learnt from a young age, was an assured sign that she was lying or up to something of moral ambiguity. “We heard from Sade this morning.”
Bunmi choked on the sip of water she had taken. She spluttered and Mr Moneke beside her clapped her on the back. The water was regurgitated back into her mouth and she swallowed it down with distaste, hoping Achike had not seen her embarrassing display. But her husband was looking squarely at Mother, his eyes bright with hope. Bunmi looked away, unable to look at his joy at word from Sade.
“She told me to send her best wishes to you,” Mother said. “You and Bunmi.”
“Her best wishes?” Achike repeated, his voice quiet, bewildered.
“On your wedding, dear,” Mother reminded him. Achike started, nodding, as if startled to learn that he had married at all.
“Did she say anything else?” Achike asked, less hopeful now. Bunmi did not know whether to feel sorry for him or be selfishly pleased for herself, and for Mother’s quick thinking.
“Only that she has met a wonderful young Italian boy,” Mother lied, and there was no mistaking the look on Achike’s face now. Jealousy. Mother sighed. “I know you were close, dear, but you’re married and she’s in Italy. She’s found herself a nice young man now, and I’m sure you won’t object if I pass on your congratulations and best wishes to her next time we speak.”
“Of course,” Achike muttered, his eyes clouded over with disappointment.
Bunmi wondered if she was wrong to let Mother so cruelly dash his hopes with these lies, but she kept quiet and nodded along as if she were witness to Sade’s words. When dinner was over, Achike claimed to have a headache and led the way home, Mr Moneke and Bunmi traipsing after him in silence.
As Bunmi went out the front door, Mother took her to one side.
“I’m sorry to lie,” she whispered, aware of Achike and Mr Moneke waiting on the road. “But that should keep his mind off Sade. What you really need to do, Bunmi, is to have his child.”
“But Mother, I’m only thirt-”
“If you want him to stay with you when Sade returns, then have his child,” Mother said. “If you don’t, who knows what will happen. If he were to leave you, then what will you do, Bunmi?”
Bunmi bit her lower lip, anxious suddenly, her mother’s words ringing.
“Certainly, no man will glance at you, let alone marry you, now that you’ve already been married,” Mother said, shaking her head, her eyes fixed on her youngest daughter. “Whether you like it or not, your future is bound to his. He has options, and you do not. But if you have his child, then he will stay with you.”
Bunmi knew that Mother was right. Achike was a good boy, a good man now, and if she were to have his child then he would never leave her, he would stay by her side for life. No matter if he still loved Sade, he would not go to her, he would be her husband and a father to her children, their children, until the day that he died.
She was uncomfortable with the thought. It felt as if she were trapping him. She nodded at Mother, who smiled with relief.
“Good girl,” Mother said, cupping her face in her hand. “When Sade returns, there will be nothing she can do.”
“Maybe she wouldn’t have tried, now that he’s married to me,” Bunmi suggested. “Have you even told her about the marriage yet?”
“I haven’t heard from her,” Mother shrugged, waving off her words as if swatting at a fly. “She’s been living in Europe. Who knows what habits, what morals, she may have picked up there? Do you want to take that risk?”
Bunmi knew that she was right. She hugged Mother and bid her goodnight. She followed Achike and Mr Moneke back to the house. When they went to bed, Bunmi prayed that she would soon be carrying his child. Achike was tired, he said, and turned to his side, back to her, and Bunmi knew he was still coming to terms with what Mother had said about Sade.
She closed her eyes and heard Achike sniffling into his pillow in the darkness. She wanted to reach out to him, comfort him, but she could not bring herself to do so. Perhaps it was the guilt, or perhaps it was jealousy over his tears for Sade.
Pretending not to hear his near-silent cries, Bunmi prayed she would soon be with child and then she would never have to spend a sleepless night worrying about her sister.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Dalia wore her hair up and had squeezed herself into a tight denim miniskirt despite the lickings of pain that shot through her. It had been just a matter of weeks since her pregnancy had been terminated in a backroom of the Fatusi sisters’ flat. The pain between her legs had slowly subsided, helped by the strong painkillers Doctor Esposito had given her.
Perhaps the man felt guilty for what he had done. She hoped that he did.
That morning he had performed a check-up. His gloved fingers had violated her as he murmured over his shoulder to Benis, and Dalia had gritted her teeth as she lay on the hard mattress and clenched her hands into fists. She had tried to force her mind to go blank. She wanted to scratch and pummel him for what he had done to her, what he had done to her unborn child.
He had given her the all-clear to return to work. Dalia had expected as much but she had not allowed herself to cry. She did not want to feel anything. Benis had looked relieved at that and then left the room, closing the door behind her. Doctor Esposito had hesitated with his hand on his zipper when Dalia’s eyes had met his, but whatever guilt or remorse he may have been feeling was quickly shirked off, for he was pulling down his trousers a moment later.
Dalia shuddered as she went down the stairs, not wanting to remember such things, though she was no stranger to the grunts or the shame.
She sometimes wondered if her life would be different if Momma had survived the shantytown in which they had lived upon arriving in Italy. She had thought the refugee camp was hell on earth, but it seemed like a fairy tale when compared to this house, this life.
Her dreams sometimes imagined at the life that could have been. Though she loved these for keeping the memory of Momma alive, she always awoke with a painful jolt and now she dreaded dreaming of such things.
A few girls loitered in the hallway downstairs, eyeing her cautiously as they noticed her. Dalia was used to it. Kelechi had made her his favourite and the other girls resented her for it. Some were open with their distaste for her, and others tried to hide it, but it was there all the same. Dalia had not wanted such attention, but she had no choice.
She had been repulsed at first that Kelechi could pick her on a whim as if she were a discounted item on sale at a supermarket. She had softened towards him, for she saw loneliness in amidst the anger and the hunger for power. They were not so different, she had thought, as their rough encounters turned to long nights together.
He shared stories with her of his childhood in Nigeria, of his own crossing to Italy. She was certain he had never shared such tales with anyone else. He did not speak of his parents or how he had survived before Umar had come into his life.
Umar was his boss, the man who ran the house in Destra Volturno and the others, of which Dalia was certain there were plenty. Kelechi spoke highly of Umar and Khadija. They had saved his life. Dalia sensed an underlying resentment in his voice though. She knew that he was taking over Umar’s empire and she wondered at what he would do to take control.
Dalia knew that Kelechi had feelings for her. It was not love, she reasoned, for she did not think a man like him was capable of such an emotion, but he felt something for her. She did not feel the same, but she knew that Kelechi would be good to her if she allowed him to believe that she did.
She had thought she was safe when she learnt that she was carrying his child. She had hoped that the child was a way out of this existence.
The Fatusi sisters had seen to that. Whether Kelechi had ordered the abortion or not, Dalia did not know. She was afraid to know the truth.
Now she had her chance though. If Kelechi was responsible, perhaps it was his guilt driving him to help her. Perhaps he loved her and wanted to protect her from such danger in the future. Whatever his reasons were, Dalia knew she had no choice but to trust him.
He had promised to help her, told her that he could help her escape from here.
She walked out of the house and the girls barely batted an eyelash. She knew they dare not question her. For all they knew she was going to work or being picked up by Kelechi. A few exchanged dark looks, one openly pulled her lips back and bared her teeth at her.
Outside she felt her pulse quicken. She was close to freedom.
She walked down the street with a confident stride. She had arranged to meet Kelechi on the corner of the highway. She would wait in the overgrown shrubbery off the street and then he would come in his car and drive her to a new life.
Her mind raced with excitement, but she tried to steady herself.
She reached the meeting point and glanced up and down the road. No sign of Kelechi. She ducked under the low-hanging branch of a huge tree and hid herself in the bushes. It was darker here under the shelter of the leaves, blocking out the setting sun. A nearby streetlight flickered on, but the orange glow fell short of her hiding place.
Dalia waited. She busied herself with thoughts of what a new life may entail.
She knew that Kelechi would not let her down. She wondered what Umar would do if he learnt that Kelechi was helping her. She had heard whispers of the fates of girls who had tried to escape in the past and she tried not to think such thoughts.
The voices of a few girls drifted through the branches to her and Dalia fell still. The girls were oblivious to her as they went on their way to the side of the highway for a night’s work. She pitied them. She thought of Soja, wondered if she should have said goodbye to him.
A twig snapped behind her. Leaves rustled and she turned, tensing at once. She knew these streets were dangerous. A few girls lived off the highway scavenging a living. Drug dealers and bad men plagued the area. She was vulnerable here, alone in the dark.
She froze at the sight of the figure before her.
Even with his hood pulled up, Dalia recognised him. He took a step closer.
Dalia glanced down and felt her breath catch. His right hand gripped a knife. The blade gleamed despite the growing darkness settling around them.
“No, please,” Dalia pleaded. She took a step backwards. He did too. “Why are you here? What do you want from me? Why are you doing this?”
Dalia spat the words out as panic threatened to consume her. She took a deep breath, trying to bring her emotion under control.
Her questions went unanswered and she cried out as he lifted the knife and stepped closer.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

In the months since she had arrived in the nightmare that was the small, rundown house in Destra Volturno, Sade had felt more alone than she had ever felt before. The sun was beginning to set, and her entire body ached from a day walking the highway. She joined Tanisha and Mbeke as they traipsed along the road back towards the house.
“How are you feeling?” Mbeke asked, concerned as she looked at her.
“Fine,” Sade lied. There was no use in making her worry, not when there was nothing that she could do to help her anyway. Mbeke had a daughter back at home in Nigeria, and so she knew a little at least of what Sade felt. She put a hand to her stomach as she walked, knowing that it would not be long now before somebody suspected something.
The Fatusi sisters were yet to realise that she had not been having her monthly bleeds. The other girls had covered for her, dropping their bloodied sanitary products into the bucket in Sade’s cell so that the sisters did not realise anything was amiss and start asking questions. Even Princess, Kelechi’s favourite, had helped. Perhaps loyalty to the other girls surpassed even her relationship with Kelechi. She was practically royalty in the house thanks to her close relationship with Kelechi and when she swore the girls to secrecy nobody dared go against her.
Now, though, Sade’s stomach was beginning to swell with Achike’s child and the tight outfits that she wore seemed smaller on her hips and stretched unforgivingly against her growing body. It would not be long before the clothes would not fit, or the sisters realised that she had put on weight.
Sade did not know what would happen when the Fatusi sisters learnt of the pregnancy, but she knew from whispered stories that it would not be good.
“One girl who was here when I first started, she got pregnant,” Tanisha had told her weeks ago, her voice low and conspiratorial. “Her name was Dalia. She tried to keep it a secret but couldn’t. The Fatusi sisters took her into their flat. When she came out, the baby was gone.”
“They killed her baby?” Sade had asked, horrified.
“Yeah, they drugged her and aborted the baby right there in the flat, I heard,” Tanisha had replied. “Dalia was devastated, of course. She escaped a few weeks later.”
“Escaped?”
“Well, she tried,” Tanisha had sighed, sensing Sade’s hope at the possibility. “But she was Kelechi’s favourite. There’s no way he let her go. I guess she ended up like your friend.”
Whatever hope Sade had felt was quickly dashed by those words.
The girls reached the rundown house and Sade went back to her cell and squatted over the bucket, groaning as urine splashed into it. She seemed to need the bathroom constantly now, as if the baby was sat right beside her bladder, squeezing it hard in its tiny hands as if to remind her that time was running out for her, that she could not let the same thing happen to her own child as had happened to Dalia’s.
She knew that if only she could contact Mother, or Achike, then she would be saved. They would come to her rescue, sweep her away from this terrible place and bring her back home, where Achike would care for her and they would raise their child together, all thoughts of Italy forgotten as if just a bad dream.
Sade had spent long nights staring at the ceiling, listening to the skittering of cockroaches and the shouts and cries of the other girls and of troublemakers out on the street, thinking of how she could contact Achike.
She had begun to form a plan, one that she knew was dangerous, but no more so than waiting for her secret to be discovered and having Achike’s child, who she already loved more than anything, ripped from her by Benis and Bimpe on the kitchen floor of their apartment. No, Sade thought, the most dangerous thing she could do was to do nothing.
Tomorrow, she decided, she would do it, throw fate to the wind and risk everything. If she was careful, she would could get away with it, she thought, shivering in the heat of the room as she wondered what would happen if she was caught. The plan she had managed to think of was not fool proof, far from it, but it was all she had.
It had been a month or more ago when Sade had first seen Soja.
Kelechi had arrived at the house flanked by two other Nigerian men, his henchmen, prompting most of the girls to hurry quickly upstairs to their rooms. Kelechi was feared here, and though Sade knew what he was capable of, her fury towards him for Ife’s death was stronger. She hated the man. She had not fled to her cell at his arrival, instead glaring at him as he sauntered through the front door and down the hallway towards the courtyard at the back of the house.
One of the men was short and squat, thick curly chest hair protruding from his vest and under his armpits. The vest strained against his protruding stomach and his teeth were yellowing as he smiled hungrily at the girls, his staring eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. He was Kofu, a frequent visitor to the house, taking advantage of the fact that as Kelechi’s henchman he could not be refused a free visit with any girl of his choosing. Unfortunately for Lina, she was his favourite, and Sade knew that she had hidden herself the moment he had walked up the pathway.
The other man, Sade had not recognised. He was tall, his build athletic. He was cleanshaven and his hair was clipped and styled. The other girls did not seem to fear him, and Sade assumed that the man did not need to frequent the house like Kofu did. He could easily find a woman of his own without the need to pay, Sade thought. He had caught the look she gave Kelechi, and Sade blushed, quickly averting her gaze. She did not want to draw attention to herself. The man seemed amused, but Sade did not meet his eyes and hurried away.
“That’s Soja,” Tanisha had told her later, when the men had gone, their visit with the Fatusi sisters over. “Kelechi’s right-hand man.”
“He’s handsome,” Lina had said. “Not like Kofu.”
Sade agreed, but she remembered that Soja was just as much her prison-guard as Kelechi or the Fatusi sisters. Anyone who could associate themselves with the likes of them was trouble.
The day after Soja’s visit to the house, a white car had pulled up alongside her on the highway and Sade had been surprised to see Soja at the wheel when the window had been wound down. He smiled at her as she hesitated, clearly seeing the doubt on her face.
“Thought I might find you here,” Soja said.
“Where else would I be?” Sade asked, frowning. “This is my job.”
“I saw you at the house yesterday,” Soja pressed, his smile not slipping even at the tone of Sade’s voice. “I’m Soja, I -”
“I remember you,” Sade said, then blushed as Soja smiled. She hesitated, looking over her shoulder. A hundred yards down the road, Tanisha was watching.
“Do you want a break from work then?” Soja asked, following her gaze.
“I can’t take breaks,” Sade told him, wondering if it was a trick, some test of loyalty that he had cooked up with Kelechi to see what her answer would be.
“You can with me,” Soja said. “Come on, jump in.”
“You know how much, right?”
“You’d charge me?” Soja asked, laughing. “Even with this charming smile?”
Sade felt her lips twitch despite herself.
“I have a quota to reach, so if you’re not paying then -”
“Right, right, all right,” Soja said. “I’ll pay. Full price. I’ll even throw in a bonus. If you come with me.”
Sade looked around, gave a nod in Tanisha’s direction to let her know that everything was okay, and opened the door, angling herself into the front seat beside him.
“Sorry about coming to see you like this,” Soja said, as he drove down the highway, passing the other girls as they lingered on the roadside. “It’s just that after yesterday, well, I wanted to see you.”
Sade was not sure what to think or what to say, so she kept quiet.
“You are beautiful,” Soja went on, glancing at her as he drove, taking the car down a side road to somewhere more private. “I just had to see you. Had to have you.”
“Have me?” Sade asked.
“Why do you think I brought you here? I’m paying, aren’t I?” Soja asked, surprised by her question, his expression hesitant. “I could’ve got you for free back at the house.”
“Then why didn’t you?” Sade asked, irritated.
“Like I said, I couldn’t wait that long,” Soja said. He grinned at her. “Are you always this abrasive with your customers?”
“Just with you,” Sade replied.
He smiled again, sticking his fleshy pink tongue between his teeth, amused by her remark. He turned off the engine as he pulled up on the dirt track of a farming field. The crops were drying, and they were sheltered from sight of the road and from the farmhouse on the other side of the fields.
He turned himself in his seat to face her, and Sade felt the pull of him. His handsome face, his bright eyes, the lopsided grin as he looked at her, studying her. He reached out and stroked her face, tenderly, and Sade was surprised by the gesture. She closed her eyes and heard him unbuckle the seatbelts. His hands slid down her neck, pulling down her dress straps so that her breasts filled his hands, and she gave a soft moan. He kissed her, his tongue exploring her mouth, and with surprising strength he lifted her from her seat and over the gearbox, sitting her in his lap. His mouth went to her breasts and Sade’s back arched, feeling his hand brush her inner thighs. Soja unzipped himself, and pulled up her skirt, lowering her onto him. His lips found her mouth again, his kisses more urgent. She put her hands on his back, holding him against her. His eyes flew open and he looked at her, surprised by her actions. She held his gaze for a long moment, and then he closed his eyes and kissed her again, moaning as he shuddered inside her.
From that day on, Soja had become a regular customer for Sade. He always drove up in his white car at midday and took her to the same hidden track beyond the farmhouse. He was different from the other men, even amongst Kelechi’s men. He talked to her, he made jokes. It was as if he sought from her more than just sex, more than just her body, but a friendship, a relationship perhaps. Sade did not know what to make of it, why he felt such a way, but she had grown to like him, even look forward to seeing him.
Sometimes he would spend longer with her. He would bring her a drink and sandwiches, and they would eat in the front of his car, Sade grateful for the respite from the hot sun. She wondered if Kelechi knew about the frequency of Soja’s visits to her, but she did not ask him, suspecting that nobody apart from them knew of them. She had thought of Kofu, whose regular visits to the house, only to see Lina, was well known by all the girls. When she had asked Soja why he did not visit the house too, his answer had surprised her.
“I’m Kelechi’s right-hand man, I can’t be seen to spend so much time with one girl,” he had replied. “The girls might think you’re getting preferential treatment or something.”
“You mean, you don’t go with any of the other girls?” Sade had asked, surprised.
“No,” Soja replied sheepishly, blushing. “Just you.”
Sade had not been sure how to respond, so she had just taken his hand in hers and squeezed gently. Soja had smiled, his embarrassment fading.
Though they spent time together, they did not speak about the past, about Sade’s life before she had arrived.
“Which part of Nigeria do you come from?” Soja had asked one day.
The thought of Achike had saddened her, memories flooding her, and Sade had been unable to look Soja in the eye.
“Let’s not talk about that,” she had said. Soja had looked hurt but had nodded in understanding and had not asked again, accepting the boundaries that were required for this relationship, of sorts.
As Sade began to grow more comfortable around him, Soja relaxed around her too. He would unclip the handgun from the small of his back and put it in the glove compartment, trusting that Sade had no intention of hurting him. He sometimes pulled out his phone and left it on the dashboard in plain sight of her, even answered the phone to Kelechi whilst she sat silent beside him, doing her best to pretend that she did not hear anything that was said.
Now, lying on her mattress, staring at the dark ceiling, Sade knew that she had to get her hands on Soja’s phone. She would call Mother, beg her for help, and then she would be gone from this place. She did not want to break Soja’s trust, and she felt bad that she would have to, but she had her child to think of.
The following day, Sade was apprehensive as she waited on the side of the highway at noon. Her hands fidgeted as she kept an eye out for Soja’s familiar white car to come into sight at the end of the road.
As always, Soja smiled as he pulled up alongside her. He held up a brown paper bag as Sade climbed in beside him.
“I bought us some lunch,” he told her, passing it to her. The smell of grease made her stomach rumble, and Sade realised how hungry she had been. “Fast food, though. I hope you don’t mind, but I figured Benis and Bimpe’s cooking isn’t the best.”
Sade smiled, unable to help herself.
“Thank you,” she said.
They ate burgers and French fries in their usual spot, Sade aware that Soja was watching her with amusement as she wolfed down her food hungrily.
“I should have bought more,” Soja joked.
Sade wiped the grease from her fingers on a tissue and scrunched up the empty bag when they were finished, and they sat contentedly, the car quiet but not uncomfortably so. Soja draped an arm casually over the back of her seat, closing his eyes and relaxing.
The thought of what she had to do put Sade on edge, but she forced herself to appear relaxed. She knew that Soja would sense her discomfort, would want to know what was wrong. She glanced at the outline of his mobile phone in his jeans’ pocket. Soja coughed and Sade’s eyes flew up to meet his, startled from her thoughts.
If he had seen her looking, Soja did not comment. Perhaps he thought, as she hoped, that her mind was blank, happy in his presence, tired after the food. He took a few strands of her hair in his fingers and played with it, his hand brushing against her neck. Sensing where his thoughts were taking him, Sade leant closer to him. She kissed him lightly on the mouth, his lips parting for her.
It did not take any more than that. Soja stirred at her kiss, his arms sliding around her and lifting her into his lap, and she felt him hard against her. She fumbled with his belt buckle as he slid his phone out of his pocket and discarded it on the dashboard.
She did not glance at it, not wanting to give her plan away, though she did not doubt that any suspicion was far from Soja’s mind. His thoughts, his eyes, were only on her now.
Her mind remained on the phone behind her, did not waver from the plan she had formed last night, and she held Soja close to her as he let out a soft cry when he was finished. They remained like that for a long while, and then she slid back into her seat. Soja zipped up his jeans and reached across her. He grabbed a lighter and shook a cigarette from the packet in the glove compartment and excused himself. He went around to the front of the car, blowing smoke into a lazy cloud above him. He smiled at her, then turned away to look down the track, his guard down completely.
Sade swallowed down her guilt, her nerves, and reached quickly for the phone. Her hands shook as she lowered it into her lap and pressed the button, the screen lighting up at once. She looked up, afraid, but through the windscreen Soja’s back remained to her as he casually flicked ash from his cigarette and lifted it to his lips again, looking up at the blue sky. She did not have much time, she thought.
She remembered Mother’s telephone number, knew that she would answer. She dialled the number from heart and pressed call. Hesitating, knowing that Soja could turn at any moment and discover her deceit, she lifted the phone to her ear.
There was a dial tone that seemed to go on forever and a day, and the call finally connected. It began to ring. She held her breath as she waited for an answer.
“Babatunde residence,” Mother answered. Sade felt emotion overwhelm her at the sound of Mother’s voice and took a deep breath, steadying herself. “Hello?” Mother asked.
“Mother, it’s me,” Sade said, feeling her eyes brimming with tears.
“Sade?” Mother asked, surprised.
“Mother, I need your -”
“I have been waiting to hear from you,” Mother interrupted her. Sade gritted her teeth, anxious, her eyes on Soja’s back. Mother, unaware of the urgency of her call, went on as if Sade had not spoken. “I have some excellent news, Sade. Your sister has married.”
“What?” Sade asked, surprised. She almost forgot her surroundings, her plan, as she registered the news. She shook her head, clearing her thoughts. “Listen, Mother, I -”
“She is now Mrs Moneke,” Mother said, her voice clipped, as if readying herself for an argument. Sade blinked hard, confused. “She has married Achike.”
The shock hit her then and Sade stared, unseeing, as Soja tossed his cigarette to the floor and crushed it into the ground at his feet.
“Sade?” Mother prompted her. “Did you hear me?”
Sade hung up the line and quickly tossed the phone back onto the dashboard as Soja turned around. He walked back to the car and joined her, his clothes smelling of smoke now. He hesitated at her expression, and he frowned.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
Sade managed to nod, though her mind raced with the news that Mother had imparted to her. She did not understand, thought she must have misheard her, though she knew that she had not. Bunmi had married Achike. Her Achike. She thought of the boy she loved, married to her younger sister.
She blinked hard, wishing away the tears she knew threatened. Soja leant forward, alarmed, and stroked her face.
“What’s wrong?” he asked her.
“Nothing, I’m fine,” Sade replied, shaking her head, wiping quickly at her eyes and swallowing down the emotion she felt. She forced herself to smile at him, hardly noticing the concern on his face. “It’s okay.”
She could not help but glance at the phone on the dashboard. Soja caught the look, and there was no mistaking the realisation as it dawned on him. Sade felt nervous as Soja reached for the phone. It took only a few seconds for him to see the number she had dialled, realise what she had done.
“Sade?” he asked, looking from the screen to her. He looked hurt. “What -?”
“I’m sorry,” Sade cried, shaking her head. Tears slid from her eyes. “I had to -”
“I trusted you,” Soja shook his head. He looked torn between anger and sadness, the conflict clear in his eyes, on his face.
Sade did not know what made her do it, but she reached for the door handle. She had to escape, had to run. Every instinct inside of her told her to. She threw the door open and clambered out of the car. She ran down the track, aware that Soja followed, that he was faster, stronger than she was. She could not hope to beat him, but still she ran.
Footsteps pounded the dirt behind her, closing in on her. Sade panted hard, did not dare look over her shoulder. She felt Soja’s fingertips reach for her, and then his arms slid around her, caught her and pulled her against him.
“Why are you running?” Soja demanded, breathing hard as she struggled against him, though she knew it was futile. “Why are running from me? I’d never hurt you, Sade.”
Sade stopped fighting, her shoulders slumping, the fight gone from her. She burst into tears, her body sagging. Soja held her tight to him, stroking her head as if she were a child that needed soothing. He did not speak, did not ask what was wrong, just held her.
“I’m sorry,” Sade managed, after several long minutes had passed.
“You don’t have to apologize,” Soja whispered to her. “Not to me.”
Sade believed what he said, though she did not understand why he should be so understanding. He put his arm around her and led her back to the car, where they sat in silence. Sade wondered if he would stop his visits now.
When he drove back to the highway, Sade hesitated as she reached for the door handle. As if sensing the question on her lips, Soja smiled tenderly at her.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he assured her. “Same time as always.”
Sade gave him a smile, a genuine one, as she got out of the car. She was about to close the door behind her when a scream pierced the air.
Up and down the highway, the girls froze in their places at the roadside, eyes darting up and down the street, trying to establish where the sound had come from, the tension on the road heightened at once.
“Get back in the car,” Soja called from the driver’s seat, alarmed.
Sade froze. Twenty feet ahead of her, a girl staggered from the bushes. She recognised her from the house. She was new here, and Sade did not know her name.
“Sade,” Soja shouted from the car, “Get back in.”
Sade stepped forward, walking towards the girl. She saw her hands were dripping with blood, saw that her eyes were wide with terror.
“She’s dead,” the girl was stammering, as Sade approached her. She repeated the words over and over and pointed to a spot a few feet into the bushes, thick with undergrowth, hidden from the highway.
Sade pushed her way through the shrubbery and stopped, letting out a strangled cry.
In a small clearing, surrounded by leaves and discarded rubbish, her legs splayed, her breasts exposed, Mbeke lay on her back. There were bloody, messy, wounds on her stomach. Her throat was opened, and Sade gagged, unable to look at the gore.
“Go back to the house,” Soja told her, his voice urgent, over the cries of the other girl. “Take that girl with you, calm her down before she gets hysterical, and wait there for me. I need to call Kelechi.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Soja swallowed hard as he pressed the phone to his ear and watched Sade put an arm around the wailing girl’s shoulders and half-drag, half-carry her across the highway. He hoped that she managed to get her back to the house without drawing to much attention. The girl was hysterical and as Soja ducked back into the overgrowth and looked down at Mbeke, he could understand why. The girl had been stabbed to death. It was brutal and violent.
“What’s up?” Kelechi answered.
“We have a problem,” Soja told him.
Kelechi cursed after Soja had filled him in.
“Stay there,” he told him. “I’m on my way.”
He hung up and Soja was left to stand over Mbeke’s body. He hoped she had not suffered. She had not deserved this, he thought. Nobody did. She had a daughter. He wondered if the girl would ever know what had become of her mother as she grew up.
Soja looked away from her, though he was no stranger to violence. He had been born from it and he had known it all his life. This was a reminder that as far as he had come, he had not yet escaped it.
He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to distract himself as memories floated into his mind.
His mother Nneka had been fifteen when she fled her home in the small village of Kizara, in the north western Nigerian state of Zamfara, carrying a child in her belly. The product of rape, she knew that he would not be welcome.
She had given birth to him alone atop a hillside, beneath a tree in the middle of the night. Sweat dripped from her, only the moonlight illuminating her, as she gritted her teeth and swallowed down her screams, lest she be heard and set upon. After hours of straining, hours of torturous pain that had felt like a lifetime, Nneka finally pulled the baby boy from her.
She had named him Soja. The name had meaning for her; it meant soldier, and that was what he would need to be in this harsh world that he would have to fight to survive in.
Tearing a piece of cloth from her dress, she had woven it into a sling, which she placed Soja inside, tight against her bosom, and continued her tiring journey.
Nneka had nothing to keep her rooted in Nigeria. She had nobody but herself and her precious son. She had a plan to ensure that her son had a better life than she had been given. She would travel to Europe, to the land she had heard stories about, of riches and opportunities that she could never have dreamt of for her son here. A land where they would be safe.
It took years for her and Soja to reach Somalia. They made the two-thousand-mile journey by coach and by train when they could afford to, and by hitch-hiking rides from farmers and truckers. Soja sat on the roadside or played whilst his mother repaid the men for their help in kind.
At ten years old, when they reached the eastern coasts of Somalia, Soja watched his mother pay a Somali man with a boat, whom she had tracked down at the docks of the north eastern city of Bossaso, to take her son to Europe. Unable to pay her own fare and fatally ill after years of hardship, Nneka had promised Soja she would always watch over him from heaven. She used the last of her money, and after kissing Soja goodbye as he boarded the boat, she had waved him off, tears in her eyes.
It was the last time he had seen her.
Though the rocking of the boat scared him, Soja climbed on board as he knew was her wish, refusing to acknowledge the fear he felt. The captain and some of his men were armed with guns. Soja hid behind a man and his wife, frightened by the guns and the crashing waves of the ocean. The wife gave him a kindly smile and patted the top of his head, ruffling his hair. When the boat was full of people; crying children, anxious mothers, men whose backs were bent from years of labour, people from all walks of life, from all over Africa and even from Sri Lanka, the captain gave the order to set sail.
Soja was one of the few passengers who was not sick as the boat rocked in the waves, flecks of saltwater raining down on the open decks, the coastline and cityscape of Bossaso fading out of sight on the horizon. The deck soon stunk of vomit and waste. The captain ordered two of his men to fill buckets with sea water and throw it over the people they were transporting to ease the smell a little.
He slept, resting his head on a man’s back. When the man looked as if he might protest, his wife put a reassuring arm on his shoulder and the man relented, letting Soja sleep, his head moving in time with the man’s laboured breathing as he tried to swallow down the bile that rose in his stomach with every drop the boat made as it went over the crest of a wave.
It had felt like days when Soja heard people calling out excitedly. The sky was darkening, a reddish tinge illuminating the soft clouds above them, streaking across the sky as if the heavens were on fire, and Soja looked to where people were pointing. Land rose from the ocean, waves breaking on the rugged cliffs, a beach spreading before them, the sand beckoning Soja, who longed to plant his feet on solid ground and jump for joy at his arrival in Europe. But that was not to be.
“I heard the coastguard over the radio,” one of the captain’s men called. “They’re coming.”
The captain rushed into the cabin, that was off limits to the people on the decks. Soja bristled with fear as a rush of panic swept the decks. They were still a mile or two from shore; so close, and yet so far, Soja thought. The husband and wife beside him held each other, rigid with apprehension.
The captain came out onto the deck, flanked by four of his men, all of them armed with guns, that rested easily in the palms of their hands, rope slung over their shoulders to keep their weapons in place.
“We can’t take you any further,” the captain shouted. Silence fell over the deck, the only sound the slapping of the waves against the boat. Soja realised the engines had stopped. “You’ll have to make your own way to land.”
“We paid for you to take us to a port,” a man cried out.
“I can’t swim,” a woman in a headscarf shouted.
“The coast guard is coming, and we can’t be caught,” the captain shouted, unmoved by the calls from his passengers. “Everyone, overboard.”
There were cries, shouts of anger, sobbing from mothers and their young children. Some faces were blank, confused, unable to understand the language, unaware of what was going on. An older man, with greying hair, rose to his feet, unsteady in the swell of the ocean.
“What if we refuse?” he demanded.
The captain nodded to one of his men. The man raised his rifle, took aim, and fired off a warning shot. The man refused to be intimidated. The captain nodded again. The shot hit the man in his chest. He fell to the deck, people screaming and scattering out of the way of his falling body, blood splattering those closest to him. Two of the captain’s men moved through the crowd, the people parting to let them through. They grabbed the man around his hands and ankles and heaved him overboard. He tried to speak, to call for help, but he soon sank beneath the water, the sea turning red where he had been just a moment before.
People began to jump overboard, screaming, sobbing. Families held hands, scrabbling to stay together. Women held babies over their heads. The captain’s men shot those who protested, those who refused to jump ship. The water frothed and foamed with the kicking, frantic bodies of those who had obeyed. Soja stood by the edge of the deck, looking around, frightened. The husband and wife who had sat beside him jumped into the water, hands held tightly together. They landed atop of a man struggling to keep afloat, and he did not resurface.
Soja looked at the captain. He thought of the promise the man had made to his mother, of taking him safely to land. The captain caught his eye and held his gaze. He stepped over the deck, careful not to slip in the blood, and came to him. Perhaps he was remembering his promise after all, Soja thought.
“I’m sorry,” the captain said. “This is as far as we go.”
Soja averted his eyes. The captain’s hands slid under his armpits and he lifted the young boy. Soja took a deep breath and closed his eyes, squeezing out the tears. He had to be brave. The captain lifted him over the railing and told him to take a deep breath.
“God have mercy on you, child,” he said.
He threw Soja into the foaming water beneath him.
The water was freezing as he slipped under the waves. His skin seemed to burn with the cold as it stung and bit at every inch of his body. He kicked out hard and rose to the surface, his head emerging to a cacophony of noise and screams and rushing water in his eardrums. He took a gulp of salty air and then another. The captain looked down at him from the ship. He seemed relieved that Soja had resurfaced. He shouted an order to his men and the last of the passengers crashed into the water around him as the engines roared to life once more. The ship shot away across the sea to escape the coast guard.
People tried to cling to him in their desperation to stay afloat, pushing him beneath the water. Soja kicked his legs and swung his arms, clawing at the water as he headed for the shore, away from where people were screaming and trying to swim. He made it away from them and realised how far the sands of the beach were now that he was off the boat. He saw the couple that had sat beside him on the deck; the woman was tiring, weighed down by her skirts and shawls, her head slipping beneath the water as her skin turned blue with the cold. Her husband was trying to hold her head up, desperate for her to breathe, almost drowning himself to save her.
Soja swam on, trying not to look back. Some people were closer to land. It must be possible, he thought. He sawm until his body ached and his throat burned from the sea water, his eyes stinging from the salt. All he could hear now was the crash of water in his ears, the screams no longer reached him, or perhaps there was nobody left to scream.
He began to tire, his arms and legs flailing, his energy fading. Just as he felt that he would slip beneath the water, never to resurface, he saw the land closing in on him. The water was moving faster around him, the current dragging him towards the beach. His muscles eased, and a large wave washed him further along in the tide. His body tumbled over itself, and he sucked in a lungful of water and spluttered, his head banging.
Then he felt hot sand beneath his body, the grains of sand digging into his skin as he lay face down on the shore, water rushing around him. He clawed his way up the beach, unable to stand. He saw a few people had made it. As he looked closer, he realised many of them were not moving, were not crawling up the beach like he was. Their eyes were open, their skin blueing with death; they were just bodies now, he understood.
Safely away from the water, he rolled onto his back and let the beating sun warm his body as he lay on the sand, drenched and cold, hungry and frightened. At that moment, he was relieved. He had survived, and that was more than most, he thought, as he watched the husband and wife he had sat beside wash ashore on the tide, face down in the current, together even in death.
Soja had been washed ashore on the south western coast of Italy’s Campania district, near the small town of Destra Volturno. He and a handful of other survivors from the ship made their way to the town, desperate to escape the beach before the coast guard or the police arrived. They arrived in a town already swamped with immigrants; the streets here may have been made from tarmac instead of dirt, but the poverty was just the same as that they had left behind hundreds of miles away on the Somali shores. People lived in the shells of long-abandoned houses, the windows and doors broken out, rugs and mattresses lining the floors, the smell of seat, decay and human waste stagnating the air in these darkened rooms.
He scraped a living; some of the people here, mostly older men, allowed him floor space and occasionally threw him scraps of bread. Others were willing to let him starve, unmoved by his age or his pleas. Others tried to help him, the locals, but Soja quickly learnt that most of those offering him their help wanted something in return. Often that something was unthinkable. Soja had travelled from one life of misfortune to another, and he wondered if his mother’s sacrifices had all been for nothing, thought of her looking down over him with tears in her eyes.
It had been a month before he was picked up by strangers in uniform who he could not understand and taken to an immigration camp. He was given a blanket and a bowl of sludge and the metal gates closed behind him.
The camp was a shantytown of corrugated sheets of iron and wooden lean-tos, a sea of blankets and black faces and squalor. Soja wanted to leave, but the soldiers standing guard at the entrance scared him more than whatever awaited him in the camp and so he did not go.
He lay his blanket on the ground behind a row of wooden shacks held up by sticks and worn rope, afraid to stray too far into the shadows as night descended and campfires sprung up. He clutched the blanket close to him, as if someone might try to steal it from him. He had seen far worse on the streets and he could not let his guard down.
A sound disturbed him, made his small body tense. He did not relax as a girl roughly his age approached. In her hand she clasped some bread. The sight of it made Soja’s stomach rumble.
“What’s your name?” the girl asked.
Soja did not answer. He wanted to melt away into the shadows.
The girl did not seem offended by his silence. She held the bread out for him. Soja did not step closer. His grip on his blanket tightened.
“I’m Dalia,” the girl introduced herself.
She took a tentative step forward, then another. Soja tensed but reached gratefully for the bread that Dalia offered him.
He ate hungrily, aware of the girl’s eyes on him. When he had finished, he realised his body was no longer so rigid with fear.
“I’m Soja,” he offered in a small voice.
Dalia held out her hand. Soja copied her and they shook hands.
“Are you here by yourself?” Dalia asked him.
Soja nodded. He thought of his mother, whether he would have ended up somewhere different if she was still with him.
“You can come and stay with me and my momma if you want,” Dalia offered. She gestured to the rickety wooden shack before them. “She won’t mind. Not when you’re all by yourself.”
“No, thank you,” Soja declined.
Dalia did not look surprised or hurt. She nodded in understanding.
“See you tomorrow then,” she said. “It was nice to meet you, Soja.”
She gave a gentle wave and retreated inside her little house. Soja felt a yearning for her to return. It had been so long that he had talked to someone like that. He had grown too used to the silence, to his own thoughts, that his throat ached from speaking for the first time in months.
The following day, Dalia showed him around. She pointed out the dangerous parts that she warned him to avoid.
“Momma says that bad men live there,” she said ominously.
She showed him the queues for food and the medical tent. They walked the chain-link fence perimeter and she sensed his hesitation as they approached the guarded gate.
“If you go outside then you have to sign a book,” Dalia explained. “Then you sign it when you come back. If you come back.”
Soja swallowed hard as he imagined the people who left and never returned. What happened to them? Where did they disappear to?
Their friendship grew and soon Soja saw her as a sister more than a friend. He supported her when Dalia’s Momma went to the medical centre with sickness and never returned. They slept on blankets in the shack together, huddled together for warmth in the bitterly cold winters. He nursed her when she was sick, and she did the same for him. They ventured outside of the camp once a week in the hopes that they would find a better life waiting for them, but they always returned disappointed. They were each other’s lifelines in this place where it would it would be so easy to sink and drown in the darkness.
As years passed, people came and went from the camp, but Soja and Dalia remained.
As Soja neared the age of fifteen, having spent a long and hard five years in Italy, he met a boy on one of their ventures outside of the shantytown city, only a few years his senior, though he wore sunglasses and a baseball cap, and showed no sign of the struggle that Soja had experienced. His name was Kelechi.
Kelechi’s lip had curled back in disgust at the sight of him. Soja wore no shoes, and his shorts and vest were ripped and dirty. He had not washed, and he knew that he must smell terrible. Dalia had squared her shoulders defiantly as if daring the boy to mention the state he had found them in. Kelechi had beckoned them to follow him, and Soja had done so, hesitant as life had taught him to be, dragging an even more reluctant Dalia with him. Kelechi led them to a car, where Soja could see an older man, with a greying beard and broad shoulders, sat in the driver’s seat. The man introduced himself as Umar. Soja had not moved, until Kelechi had encouraged them with the offer of a proper meal. Dalia looked uncertain, but their hunger was greater than their uncertainty.
He had given them the promised meal at a fast food restaurant. Kelechi did not judge them when they wolfed down their burgers and fries and ordered them more. They ate greedily and it was only when their stomachs were full that their attention turned to Kelechi and Umar.
“I can help you find work,” Umar told them. “If you want to leave the camp.”
“He’s not lying,” Kelechi assured them. “He took me in, looked after me, and look at me now.” He put a finger to his sunglasses, and with the other gestured to the clothes he wore.
Soja nodded, grateful, though suspicious, of the kindness that Kelechi and Umar had shown them. Umar was quiet, but Soja did not feel threatened by the man. They climbed back in his car and he dropped them off at the gates to the shantytown, waving them off as Soja reluctantly re-joined the line to sign back in.
He watched the car drive away, hoping that Umar and Kelechi would be back.
“I didn’t like them,” Dalia told him, as they stood in the queue. “I don’t trust them.”
Soja murmured in response, though he did not agree with her. Dalia must have guessed as much because she did not mention them again.
Kelechi visited again the following week. Dalia stayed behind whilst Soja went for a drive with him, noticing that Kelechi wore new trainers and a different pair of expensive sunglasses. Soja was impressed.
Gradually Umar took him under his wing, much as he had done for Kelechi before him. He made his money offering protection, food and shelter to the women who ended up in town, alone and destitute. The women worked the streets, selling sex, and they gave him a cut of the money they made in return for his protection.
Soja was not averse to these ideas; he knew, or at least had come to suspect, that his own mother had sold her body for sex on the long journey from Nigeria to Somalia. He started working for Umar, protecting the women who sold themselves on the streets, and he quickly found friendship with Kelechi, Umar’s protégé.
Though he spent less and less time in the shantytown, he did not want to leave Dalia behind. He had told her some of what Umar’s line of work was, but he knew that she would not approve. Their friendship began to fracture just as he cemented his new bond with Kelechi.
Finally, the time came that he no longer needed the shantytown.
“Come with me,” he begged Dalia, when he told her that he was leaving. “Please, you won’t have to work, I’ll take care of you, I promise.”
Dalia shook her head and refused. She hugged him, tears in both of their eyes, and bid him farewell. Soja left the camp with a heavy heart, wishing that things could have been different.
Though he thought of Dalia often, he quickly accustomed to his role and to his new lifestyle. Gone were the days he walked around begging with no shoes, sometimes not eating for days. It was as if his prayers had been answered, and he owed it all to Umar and Kelechi.
Repaying them with his loyalty was all he could do to show how much he appreciated what they had done for him. Years passed, and the business changed; no longer did Umar wait for the girls to show up desperate and eager for somebody to take them under their wing. He and Kelechi brought girls over from Nigeria, luring them here with the promise of a better life. Soja did not like it, did not agree with it, but he did not question it. He understood why they did it. They were not the only ones who had found a market for women in this town; other Nigerians had formed networks of their own, and they all vied for space and authority in this small town.
He had learnt the delicate balances of power within the state. The Mafia granted them free reign of the sex trade in return for a cut of the profits. Umar treated these arrangements with the utmost respect, warning them that the Mafia were ruthless and lethal should they be crossed.
Umar’s health began to deteriorate, worn down by the constant fighting between different gangs and perhaps, Soja wondered, by a gnawing guilt over how he had made his money. His wife Khadija passed away and without her presence, Umar seemed adrift with no anchor, the passion in his life evaporating. Kelechi had taken over, retiring Umar, though Soja often wondered if Umar had retired willingly or if Kelechi had ousted him. If this was the case, Umar had not protested.
Though he counted Kelechi as a close friend, a brother, Soja did not like much of what he did. He saw the way Kelechi treated women, the way he handled any kind of trouble that arose, whether with the girls or the rival gangs that seemed to multiply with each passing year.
It had been a cold reminder of the true nature of their business when Soja had found Dalia in the house in Destra Volturno. She was thinner than he remembered, lines on her face that had not been there when he had hugged her goodbye. She was worn down and broken by life. He knew what it must have taken for her to give up and turn to Kelechi for work.
“What are you doing here?” he asked her, when he had found her alone one day shortly after she had arrived.
“What do you think I’m doing here Soja?” Dalia asked. Her voice was hard, her lips pulling in a frown. Gone were her easy smiles, her sweet nature.
Soja knew that their friendship was gone. The way she spoke to him, the defensive posture she took when he approached her, told him as much. He tried to keep an eye on her, watch over his friend and her safety, but he could not protect her from Kelechi.
Kelechi was a womaniser. It was how he had fathered a son whilst just a boy himself. His son, Kwento, now fifteen, had lost his mother and relied on Kelechi for his parenting, a truth that Soja sometimes despaired of. The easier the woman, the happier Kelechi was, and in their business, he had ample opportunity.
He had always taken favourites from amongst the girls. The prettiest, the fieriest, the one with the biggest breasts. Kelechi had to have them, and he thought he was giving them a privilege. Soja did not try to correct his friend’s thinking, for he knew it would do no good.
Dalia was pretty and Kelechi had set his sights on her. Soja had dreaded such an occurrence, but he was powerless to stop it. Perhaps Dalia had really fallen for Kelechi, truly believed he loved her and that she was special to him, or perhaps she just liked the attention or the small privileges she was granted in being his favourite for a time. Whatever the truth, Soja had watched her be disavowed of such notions when she had fallen pregnant and the Fatusi sisters had called Dr Esposito to perform an abortion in the back of the house.
He had wanted to comfort Dalia, but what could he say?
Shortly afterwards, Dalia had escaped and had never been seen again. Soja had heard the stories of what had befallen her. He did not believe that Kelechi had killed her as the girls often whispered, but he knew that she must be dead.
He grieved for her and he knew that Kelechi did too. For all his faults, Soja knew that his friend was no monster.
At the age of twenty-five, having known so much instability and grief, Soja was yearning for a family. Kelechi had no interest in such things, though he did a half-hearted job at raising Kwento, and Soja was sure his friend had sired other children with women before him and since. Soja did not want a string of meaningless affairs, and nor did he seek to take advantage of his position like Kofu did. He wanted a wife and children. He wanted a normal life.
When he had first set eyes on Sade, he had been enthralled by her. She had looked at Kelechi as if she hated him. The fire in her eyes had captivated him, and he had known that he had to see her again. He had wrestled with his conscience, torn between his desire for her and his loyalty to Kelechi, knowing that his friend would not approve.
He dreaded that Kelechi would make her his favourite, but Princess clung to that dubious title and Soja hoped that it would stay that way. He could not imagine Sade allowing Kelechi to put his hands anywhere near her, but he had thought the same of Dalia in the past.
Soja had been powerless to stop himself from driving along the highway and pulling over alongside the girl. He learned her name was Sade, and he had remained enchanted by her. The first time he had driven down the track out of sight of the farmhouse, he had lost his virginity to her. He had not told her that it was his first time, too embarrassed to share such a thing. He imagined that she might tell the other girls, that they might laugh at him. If she had sensed it, she had said nothing.
He began to see her every day, and spent his evenings thinking about her, wondering whether she thought of him as just another customer, a man with whom she must suffer until she could escape Kelechi and the life they had brought her to. He hoped that she did not, yet whenever he asked her a personal question, she seemed to distance herself from him. He fast began to fall in love with her. Her body, her warmth, the curves of her body and the softness of her mouth. He loved the soft moan of her as he touched her, the way she held him close as he came, their sweat mingling in the hot confines of his car; the white Ford he had been proud to purchase when he had saved enough money, after Kelechi had taught him to drive in a rusted banger in a junkyard on the outskirts of town.
He knew that she was beginning to have feelings for him, she looked at him with tenderness when she thought he was not looking. He was sure that she did not show such pleasure when she met with other men, but the thought of these other men still made him jealous, though he knew that Sade had no choice but to be with them.
He did not dare to tell Kelechi about his feelings for Sade. He knew what his friend would say; that she could not be trusted, that she would just use him to escape. Soja had wrestled with these doubts himself, though he thought Sade better than that, and he trusted her.
Even in the moment that he saw her glance at his mobile phone, when he realised that she had used it, his trust in her remained, his feelings for her unwavering. When she had fled the car, his only thought had been fear. Fear that she might get hurt, or that if she escaped that Kelechi would punish her. Mostly it had been the fear that he would not see her again that had driven him after her, desperate to make sure that she was okay.
He realised, as he held her against him as she cried, that he loved her.
Now Soja looked down at Mbeke’s body.
It took less than fifteen minutes for Kelechi to arrive. Tyres screeched on the highway and he joined Soja, his jaw set, looking furious at the situation before them.
“What should we do?” Soja asked him.
“Shit, I don’t know,” Kelechi snapped. He stepped closer, looking down at the body, then glanced back at Soja. “Did anyone see anything?”
Soja did not know the answer, so he said nothing.
“We need to get rid of this,” Kelechi decided, gesturing to Mbeke. “We don’t want the police sniffing around here.”
“I’ll call Kofu,” Soja sighed. He had expected this.
Kelechi nodded, then turned to leave.
“Make sure there’s nothing left of her,” he said. “I’m going to talk to the girls who found her. Find out if they know anything.”
Soja felt a flutter of panic at the thought of Kelechi talking to Sade. He knew what his friend was like in a temper, and he did not want Sade in his firing line.
“Perhaps I should -”
Kelechi turned, glaring at him.
“Perhaps you should do what?” he demanded. He was already in a bad mood. Soja felt his concern for Sade rise, though there was nothing that he could do about it. He shrugged, shaking his head, and let Kelechi walk away.
His mind was on Sade when Kofu arrived a short while later. The two men heaved Mbeke into the boot of Kofu’s car, and he drove off to dispose of the body. Soja drove to the house, knowing that he should not but unable to resist, desperate to make sure Sade was safe, that Kelechi had not hurt her.
He pulled up outside and saw that Kelechi’s car was parked outside. He went inside and knew at once that the news of Mbeke’s death had spread; there was an air of grief that seemed to permeate the air. She had been well-liked amongst the girls.
In the hallway, he was intercepted by Bimpe, who beckoned him through to the courtyard. He followed her outside and through a side door to the sisters’ kitchen, passing Benis as she smoked by the door, one hand fanning herself in the heat, her braids piled on top of her head to keep her neck exposed and cool.
Kelechi sat at the kitchen table across from the new girl that had found Mbeke’s body. They both looked up as Soja entered, and Bimpe left them to it. He saw no sign of Sade and did not know whether to feel better or not about that.
“Think, stupid girl,” Kelechi said, his patience thin, turning back to the girl.
“I don’t know,” the girl cried, putting a shaking hand to her forehead. “It happened so fast. She was in her spot, then next time I looked she wasn’t. After half an hour I went to check on her. I found her like that.”
Kelechi bit his tongue, his fists clenched, and Soja wondered if he would hit the girl.
“Well, did you see who she was with?” he asked, reigning in his temper.
“No,” the girl shook her head. “Nobody, but I wasn’t paying much attention to her.”
Kelechi sighed, shook his head. He gestured for Bimpe to take the girl out. Soja stepped aside to let them leave, the girl beginning to sob again as Bimpe put an arm around her shaking shoulders.
Soja wanted to ask after Sade, but he did not want to arouse suspicion.
“I’ve spoken to the girls,” Kelechi said, saving him the need. “Nothing. Shit.”
Soja narrowed his eyes.
“You think it was someone from the Mafia?” he asked.
“Maybe it was a warning,” Kelechi nodded. “Somebody trying to scare us. Don’t worry about it. As if we’re just going to roll over and be taken for fools.” He spat the last words out with disgust, angered at the thought that somebody could think him so weak.
“We need to be careful,” Soja told him. “We don’t want to start -”
“They’ve started it,” Kelechi growled.
Soja nodded, knowing that he should not overstep the mark when his friend was in a mood like this. He leant against a kitchen counter as Benis joined them.
“What do we tell the girls?” she asked them. “News travels fast here.”
“Don’t tell them anything,” Kelechi said. “They’re hookers. They don’t need to know anything except how to open their -”
“With all due respect,” Benis cut him off, taking a step forward, “I’m the one who has to put up with their whining and bitching every day. We have to tell them something.”
Kelechi looked furious at the affront. Soja interceded before he could speak.
“Just say it was an angry customer,” he advised Benis, who turned her attention to him. “Remind them to be careful, on their guard. We don’t want to scare them, and they’ll be terrified if we tell them that she was targeted by a gang.”
Benis considered his words and nodded, seemingly satisfied that this would work.
“At least someone’s got some smarts about them,” she sighed, pacified.
Kelechi stood abruptly, the chair legs scraping loudly on the tiled floor.
“Watch your tongue, old woman,” he warned Benis, fists still clenched at his sides. “I’ll cut it out next time you run your mouth at me.”
“Send our best wishes to Umar, the boss,” Benis shot back defiantly.
Kelechi clenched his fists and left the room. The front door of the house slammed a few moments later. Benis sat down at the table, apparently unshaken by his threat. Soja hesitated, desperate to check on Sade but knowing that the Fatusi sisters would notice it. They noticed everything.
Soja made to leave the room, but Benis put a hand up. He stopped, turning to look down at her. She took a deep breath, and he saw her hesitate.
“We might have a problem,” she said.
“What kind of problem?” Soja asked.
“One of the girls,” Benis sighed. “Sade.”
Soja swallowed hard. He could hardly speak, wondering if she had said something about him, or if one of the girls had mentioned that they had spent so much time together. Benis spoke before he had to.
“I have reason to believe,” Benis said quietly, “That she is pregnant.”
“Pregnant?” Soja echoed, his mind racing.
“I’ve had my suspicions for a while,” Benis explained. “Weight gain. Morning sickness. I’m sure some of the girls are helping her to hide it, the deceitful little bitches.”
Soja could not believe it. He wondered if Sade would have kept something like this from him, but he thought back to her tears, her desperation. Perhaps Benis was right.
“There’s only one way to find out,” Benis said, as her twin sister appeared in the doorway. Benis turned to Bimpe. “Go fetch Sade. We need to have a little chat with her.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Soja held his breath as he stood in the Fatusi sisters’ kitchen and waited for Bimpe to return with Sade. Benis, oblivious to his anxiety, lit a cigarette at the table and lazily flicked ash into the bottom of a plant pot at her feet.
When Bimpe returned with Sade, Soja saw at once the nerves on her face. Sade looked around the room, her eyes lingering on Soja, her look questioning.
“What’s happening?” she asked, her voice quavering, though he knew that she was trying to stay brave, not let the nerves overwhelm her.
“Take a seat, my dear,” Benis said, gesturing to the chair across from her.
Sade did as she was told.
“Someone in your condition shouldn’t spend too long on her feet,” Benis said, her voice menacing despite the benign statement. Sade’s eyes widened and her hands went to her stomach before she could stop herself. Soja caught the gesture, knew that she was indeed carrying a child. The Fatusi sisters had seen it too.
“You can tell us,” Benis said. “Or we can get a test and confirm it ourselves, dear. The choice is yours, but I can assure you that it’s easier if you work with us, not against us.”
Sade looked close to tears. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath.
“Are you pregnant?” Benis asked.
Sade nodded. She opened her eyes, but did not look at Soja, her eyes fixed on Benis. Soja did not know what to think, wondering how long she had known. He had always worn protection with her, did not believe that the child could be his. He wondered if this changed his feelings towards her, but he knew that it did not.
“Don’t worry, a few girls have had this problem before,” Benis sighed, shaking her head, stubbing the cigarette out. “We have ways to take care of these things.”
“Take care of it?” Sade asked, alarmed. “What do you mean?”
Soja heard the panic in her voice. He wondered if she had heard stories from the other girls. He thought of Dalia. He tried to force the images of her held down on the table, screaming for his help, out of his mind. He did not want that for Sade, could not allow that to happen.
“Go back to your room, dear,” Benis told her. “We’ll make the necessary arrangements.”
“No,” Sade said firmly. “I won’t let you hurt my baby.”
Still she did not look at Soja.
Benis rose to her feet and slapped her hard across the face. The sound rang out in the quiet kitchen. Sade let out a soft cry, fought back tears. She did not resist when Bimpe led her out. Soja tried to catch her eye, wanted to reach for her and reassure her, but he did not, and she kept her head bowed as she walked by him.
When they had gone, Soja looked at Benis.
“There must be another way,” he said. “You know what happened with Dalia.”
Benis gave him a shrewd look, as if questioning why he should show such concern for the girl, but then the look faded.
“We don’t have a choice,” she said. “Dalia was unfortunate, but this is a business. What man is going to want to pay for a pregnant woman?”
Soja looked down at the floor, wondering whether there was a way he could save Sade and her child. He could talk to Kelechi, but he knew that he was unpredictable, that it might have the opposite effect that he had hoped for. He could appeal to Umar, but he was sick, and his power had waned, and besides, he did not want Kelechi to think he had gone over his head and betrayed his trust.
A thought occurred to him, though it was one that sickened him.
“Maybe there is a way,” Soja said slowly. Benis looked at him, expectant. “Some men might consider paying more for her this way. After all, there are some strange men, some bizarre fetishes out there.”
Benis thought about it for a long while. He could almost see her mind whirring behind the cold eyes as she calculated whether it was possible, though her expression remained unreadable. She met his eyes at last, and a sly smile crept onto her face.
“Perhaps you’re right,” she said, nodding slowly. She hesitated. “I’m sure I can find some men who would pay a pretty penny for such a fetish, especially with a girl as pretty, and as young, as her. I can make this work, I think. They would pay a lot more than they would on the side of the street.”
Soja felt relieved by her decision, though he did not want to think about what he had just got Sade into. It was to save her child, he reminded himself. It was the only way.
“Kelechi doesn’t know that she’s carrying a child,” Benis said quietly, glancing over her shoulder to the door. She looked closely at Soja. “If he did, he would insist we get rid of it. He doesn’t have such a shrewd mind as we do, Soja.”
Soja knew where this was leading, was relieved that he had not had to be the one to broach the subject of whether to tell Kelechi.
“Perhaps we can keep it between us for now,” Benis suggested, her voice almost a whisper as if she feared being overheard. “The pregnancy, and the extra profits.”
Soja waited a long moment before he nodded.
“That’s probably for the best,” he agreed.
Benis smiled properly this time, satisfied with his reply. He wondered if she was most pleased at the thought of some extra money or in getting one over on Kelechi. Probably both, Soja thought. He made his excuses to leave.
At his car, he glanced back up at the house. He thought of Sade, wondered if she would forgive him. He had done it for her and her child, but he did not know whether she would see it that way. He started the engine, hoping that he could explain himself tomorrow.
The following day, Soja drove along the highway looking for Sade. The girls were closer together along the sides of the street, and he knew that they must be afraid after Mbeke’s death. He wondered if he should not drive Sade from this strip of road, far from this town and the life she had been forced into. She might be safer if he did, he thought, though he knew that Kelechi’s wrath would be swift if he were to do such a thing.
He found Sade and pulled up alongside her, winding down his window. She bowed her head and climbed into the passenger seat. The usual smile that she wore for him was gone, and he sensed a tension emanating from her.
“Are you okay?” he asked, as he drove them to their usual spot.
Sade nodded, but remained quiet. Soja wondered if Benis had told her of her plans for her yet, if she had mentioned that the idea had been his.
He parked the car on the outskirts of the field and shut the engine off. He twisted in his seat to look at her. Her hands were on her stomach. He wondered how he had not noticed the signs of her pregnancy before. She had hidden them well from him, from everyone, he thought. Until now, anyway.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, unable to help himself. He was not angry, just hurt that she could not confide in him. He thought again if his feelings for her were reciprocated in any way or if she just saw him as another man, another customer.
“Why would I?” Sade countered, not looking at him. “What would you have done?”
“I wouldn’t have told anyone,” Soja replied. “I could have tried to help you.”
“Really? And how would you have helped me?”
Soja had no answer for that, and they both knew it as his silence filled the car.
“Who is the father?” Soja finally asked, breaking the quiet after long minutes.
Sade looked at him, and he saw her eyes were filled with sadness. He knew at once that she had been in love before she had arrived here. Perhaps she thought of this man she loved when he was with her, when he was inside of her. The thought made him feel guilty.
“Sorry,” he said quickly. “You don’t have to tell me.”
Sade seemed to appreciate it and she relaxed a little. He reached for her hand and took it in his. She did not flinch, did not pull her hand away from his. He squeezed it.
“Benis said that I won’t be working out here for much longer,” Sade said. Soja could not tell if she was happy about this or not. She looked at him. “She says I can make more money doing private visits now. She’ll be taking me in the car.”
“I guess that’s better,” Soja offered. “Safer.”
Unspoken was the fact that they both knew this meant that he would no longer be able to pick her up, that these lazy lunchtimes together would have to come to an end.
“Safer, yes,” Sade agreed. There was not much else to be said about it, Soja realised.
“You’ll be okay,” Soja promised her. “You and your child.”
“Thank you,” Sade said, her voice so quiet that he almost did not hear her. She gave him a grateful smile. “Whatever you said to them. I heard what happened to the other girls. I know you did something to stop that from happening to me.”
Soja did not feel proud of what he had done, but he was relieved that she was not angry with him, that she understood that this was the only way she could save her child.
She squeezed his hand gently. He did not try to kiss her, to pull her close to him, though he wanted to. He was happy in her company, just to spend time with her.
Though Soja knew that the time he spent with Sade would have to come to an end, it was still with a heavy heart that he drove down the highway a few weeks later and found that Sade was not there. He turned at the end of the street, drove back to make sure.
He had tried to prepare himself for this moment, but he still found his pulse racing at the thought that he would not see her today, that even now perhaps, she was with another man or on her way to meet one.
He drove aimlessly around town, staring out of the windscreen, as if by chance he might see Sade somewhere. He wondered what their life would be like if he somehow rescued her, if she was free. Would she want to be with him, or would she flee back home to be with the man that she loved, whose child she carried.
The thoughts darkened his mood further, and he tried not to think on such things.
As weeks went by, turning into months, Soja realised that he had to see Sade, that he could not bear to be apart from her any longer. He knew that it would have a price, and not just a fiscal one. In requesting to see her, to be with her, it meant exposing his feelings for her to the Fatusi sisters. They would know that he had chosen her instead of just taking one of the many girls at the house. He hated to expose a weakness such as this, and especially to the sisters, but if he wanted to see Sade, he did not have a choice.
He had considered asking one of the girls on the highway to give Sade a message from him, but he could not trust them, did not want his feelings discussed and dissected by these girls who could use it to their advantage. He had few options, and he knew Sade had even fewer.
He would have to take a risk, and hope that the Fatusi sisters’ dislike of Kelechi, and the fact that they were keeping their own secrets from him regarding the extra money, would be enough to ensure that they did not breathe word of his visits to Sade to him.
Benis narrowed her eyes when he told her that he wanted to see Sade.
“None of the other girls are up to your standards?” she asked, studying him.
Soja kept his resolve, though he knew that Benis had her suspicions, that she now suspected that his suggestion to keep the pregnancy from Kelechi had been motivated by ulterior intentions other than the extra profit.
“I’ll pay, of course,” Soja told her, hoping to ease the tension.
“Fine,” Benis said, her shoulders relaxing, though she kept one eye on his face. He wondered whether she perhaps thought that he might have a fetish for pregnant women. He would rather that than for her to know the extent of his feelings, in case it put Sade in danger. She let out a long breath. “I take the cash up front, on her behalf.”
“Of course,” Soja nodded. He pulled out his wallet and paid her off.
Benis made a point of counting out the notes on the kitchen table of her apartment, whilst Soja hovered impatiently by the door, anxious to see Sade again. He wondered if she longed to see him too, if she had missed him, had thought of him at all.
He left the Fatusi sisters’ apartment and the house, going to sit in his car, whilst Benis fetched Sade and brought her downstairs. He had requested that, so at least the other girls would not see him enter her room, would not think him weak.
The front door opened, and Sade came out. Benis nodded towards his car, shot one last curious look in his direction, and then went back inside. The sky was beginning to turn pink with sunset, and Soja wondered if Sade had been allowed outside at this time before. The thought saddened him.
She walked towards his car and he saw that her stomach was now swollen with the child she carried. Her pregnancy was unmistakeable. He wondered how the Fatusi sisters had kept it hidden from Kelechi. The other girls must have noticed, he thought, though he could not imagine any of them betraying one of their own, especially not to the likes of Kelechi.
He smiled as she angled herself into the passenger seat, groaning with the effort, both hands on her stomach. Sweat formed on her forehead at the effort. She blushed at his look, and Soja knew that he had been right to see her.
“Tanisha thinks the baby will come soon,” Sade said, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “Within the month, she thinks. Not that she’s had a baby of her own, mind you. Mbeke was the only one who -” she trailed off, the rest unspoken.
Soja turned the air conditioning on and pulled the car away from the kerb, driving away from the house. Sade seemed to relax once they were out of sight of the house. Soja wanted to say so much to her, and yet he found he was hardly able to find his voice.
He wanted to tell her that he had missed her, that he had spent all their time apart thinking of her, but he did not. Instead he drove her out of town. Sade sat quietly beside him, occasionally fanning herself with her hand. Even so heavily pregnant, Soja thought that she looked beautiful. He wondered how many men had thought so too, how many others had paid to be with her.
“Where are we going?” Sade asked, as he pulled off the main road and began down a bumpy track. The tyres sent sand flying as he drove.
“It’s a surprise,” he told her. He could only hope that she liked it.
Intrigued, Sade looked out of the window, scanning the horizon as it appeared before them. They were on the coast, the beach and the sea drifting for miles. The sun was a ball of red and pink fire that seemed to light up the ocean with flames.
“It’s beautiful,” Sade gasped, as she drank in the sight.
Soja could not help but smile as he watched her expression, delighted. He shut the engine off and climbed out, going around the car to help Sade out of her seat. He supported her to a bench a few metres away and they sat down, facing the setting sun.
Though the sight of the sinking sun over the water was beautiful, Soja’s eyes remained on Sade. Her eyes were fiery as they reflected the sun, her body illuminated in the glow. She looked positively regal, he thought, almost divine.
She caught him looking at her and blushed, flustered, but continued to watch the sun set. Soja followed her gaze, and together they watched the sun disappear beyond the horizon. The sky remained streaked with orange, as if the heavens were on fire, but night seemed to press in closer now.
Sade turned to look at him, a smile still on her lips.
“Thank you,” she said. She reached for him, her hand massaging his thigh. Her eyes flickered, and her fingers went to his zipper.
Though he stirred at once at her touch, he put a hand to hers and stopped her. She looked surprised.
“I thought -” she began, worried that she had done something wrong.
“I just wanted to spend time with you,” Soja said, blushing at his own words. “I didn’t expect anything for it. Not that. I missed you.”
He averted his gaze from Sade’s piercing eyes. She leant closer and kissed him gently on the cheek. Her lips were warm on his skin. He wanted to take her in his arms, to hold her tight against him and never let her go. He draped an arm around her shoulders, and they watched the last of the colour drain from the sky as the last slivers of daylight waned.
Soja lost track of how long they sat there, until his phone ringing disturbed him from his peaceful contentedness. He pulled it out, saw that it was Kelechi. He did not answer it. He could wait a while, it would not be urgent, Soja told himself.
Still, the call had broken the moment. Sade sensed it too, knew that it was time for them to return. They were silent in the car on the way back to the house.
As he turned onto the street, Soja felt his pulse quicken. Kelechi’s car was parked outside the house. He wondered if something had happened, his thoughts turning to whether Kelechi knew he had taken Sade out.
“What’s wrong?” Sade asked him, sensing his nerves.
“Nothing, I hope,” Soja reassured her. He parked behind Kelechi’s car and they went up to the front door. The hallway was quiet, the girls had clearly gone upstairs upon Kelechi’s arrival, not wanting to catch his attention.
Soja hoped that Sade could slip upstairs unnoticed, pretend that she had always been here, that they had not been together. He nudged Sade gently towards the stairs, and she seemed to understand.
She had only taken one step when Kelechi appeared, leaning in the doorway that led out to the courtyard.
“The lovebirds have returned home,” he sneered, shaking his head.
On the stairs, Sade froze. She looked at Soja, panicked. Soja swallowed hard as Kelechi beckoned for them to follow him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Benis Fatusi had learnt from a young age that life was hard.
She and her twin sister had killed their mother in childbirth. It was a known fact, one that Benis had carried with her ever since she could remember. Their father had never blamed them, had never so much as suggested it, but she could see it in his eyes. The resentment was there even if Mr Fatusi had never acknowledged it.
He had raised them alone, giving all that he had to ensure that they had a good start in life. Benis had always been grateful to the man, he had been a good father, though he was still just a man, and without a mother figure in their lives, the twin sisters had bonded, perhaps more than any other sisters.
Though so similar in appearance and size, the two sisters could not have been more different in personality. Benis, an hour older than her sister, had the strength and sturdiness of an ox. She was stubborn. She did not take orders, did not do well with listening to others.
Bimpe, so used to deferring to her sister in all matters, was weak-willed. She could not make decisions, craved any bit of attention that did not go to her sister. It was for this reason, perhaps, that at the age of sixteen, Bimpe had married a man twice her age.
Gabriel’s interest had flattered her, so much so that she had overlooked his many flaws. He was known to gamble, and rumours of his womanising swirled across town. He was involved in dodgy businesses. Benis had disapproved of him at once, but Bimpe had, for the first time, not followed her sister’s orders. She had married him regardless.
The marriage had quickly disintegrated into what many people, Benis included, had feared it would. Bimpe realised too late that she had married an abusive man, an alcoholic, who cared not one bit for her or her emotional wellbeing, her safety. She turned to Benis for help, but she had made her bed and she had gradually accepted that she would have to lie in it. Perhaps, as some had suggested, her husband’s liver would pack in after a few years.
Benis had watched her sister suffer. She saw the black eyes and the bruises, pretended that her sister did not live her life on edge, afraid, always waiting for the next fight, the only respite when her husband was with another woman or at the bar.
She had tried not to get involved, but Benis was unable to sit back and watch. After their father’s funeral, she had gone to Bimpe and packed her bags. She would not let her sister spend another night under the same roof as her husband. She could not allow it.
Gabriel had returned early that night, just as Benis helped her sister drag her suitcase to the door. He had been apoplectic with rage, like a broken man. The thought of his wife leaving him was unheard of to him. He would not allow it.
A fight had ensued. Chaos had followed. Broken glasses, holes in the walls. Furniture was thrown across the room and windows smashed. He was strong, even when drunk, and he had beaten both sisters. He had pinned Bimpe to the floor, put his hands on her throat as if to strangle her, screaming words that made no sense to Benis.
Benis, bruised but not broken, had finished him. She had picked up a solid wooden table leg that had broken off in the fight and hit him over the head. He had collapsed on top of Bimpe, knocked out cold. Benis had helped her sister up, crying and bleeding, and tended to her wounds, of which there were many.
Knowing that he would not let her sister walk away from him or from their marriage, Benis had made her decision. She had picked up the table leg and went to her brother-in-law.
“I won’t let you get away with this,” Gabriel had screamed, before Benis had brought her weapon down on his head again and again until she had been splattered in his blood.
Only when she was satisfied that he was dead did she stop, letting the table leg clatter to the floor at her feet, dripping with his blood. Bimpe had watched her, shaking and sobbing but doing nothing to stop it. Perhaps, Benis had thought, it was a relief for her.
Benis had taken control of both of their futures that night, and she knew that she had to protect them both. From the police and from the men who Gabriel had worked for. They were sure to realise he had been murdered, and she knew who their first suspect would be.
The sisters had grabbed their suitcases and left the small house. Benis had set it alight, hoping to burn any evidence, anything to buy them some extra time. They had got in her car and driven away, watching flames engulf the bungalow in the rear-view mirror.
The police, it seemed, did not look too hard for Gabriel’s killer. Gabriel’s mistress Winnifred had been bludgeoned to death that same night, just hours earlier, and the police believed that the men he had worked for had targeted Winnifred and then Gabriel. Benis and Bimpe’s disappearance was put down to the gang and nobody believed they were still alive.
Benis had been afraid of such stories, though she knew them to be untrue. She could piece together the truth of that night. Gabriel, drunk and violent as always, had beaten Winnifred to death and would have done the same to both of them if Benis had not stopped him.
It had not been long before the men Gabriel had worked for had tracked them down. Benis had been prepared for it, was ready to confess that it had been her who had killed him, not Bimpe.
The man who had come after them introduced himself as Ikenna. His boss had sent him, not for retribution, but to offer the sisters a job. Benis had been suspicious. Ikenna had explained that a job opportunity had arisen in Europe, that they needed two women as headstrong as the sisters to manage a new enterprise.
Benis had been intrigued, and with little choice but to accept, that was what she had done. The next day they had been on the plane to Naples, where they had met Umar. He had reassured them that the police would not come looking for them here, that he would make sure they were protected just so long as they looked out for his own interests here.
Over the years, Benis had watched as her sister had forgotten the dark days of her marriage, of the night that Benis had rescued them, and had become a stronger, brighter woman. Benis knew that she had done the right thing.
She had quickly adapted to the line of work she had found herself in. She had no remorse or qualms about what she did. She liked to think she was better than these girls, these whores, remembering the pretty girls in her hometown who had bullied her for her size. Punishing these girls was like punishing them, and so she had found satisfaction in running the house.
Even when Umar’s health had started to wane, she had not been worried. She did not respect Kelechi, but she did not outright dislike him, at least not at first, until she had quickly realised that he valued power and beauty far more than Umar had.
She was not beautiful, was not all that powerful, even if she liked to think that she was, and so Kelechi did not treat her with the same respect, the same authority, as she had become accustomed to with Umar in charge.
When Soja had suggested that they not tell Kelechi about Sade’s pregnancy, Benis had been surprised. She had always believed that he was loyal to him to the end, his righthand man first and foremost before anything else.
She had agreed, swayed by the extra money and the thought of doing something behind Kelechi’s back. The man thought he was so perfect, so in control, that it gave her a vindictive pleasure to earn money and not give him a cut of it. She did not understand why Soja had suggested it, but with little choice but to trust him, she had gone along with it.
She did not regret it. She had gone online and quickly found that it was indeed a niche market that she could maximise the profits on. It made it all the sweeter that she did not have to share any of the money with Kelechi. Sade had not resisted, to her surprise, but then the thought of keeping her child safe was all that she was thinking of, Benis was sure.
The thought of that made Benis smile. She had gone along with all this for one reason, and one reason alone. It was not the extra money that Sade brought in, as nice a bonus as that might be. When Soja had told her, when they had first found out about the pregnancy, that there would be a niche market somewhere, Benis had formed an idea at once.
The money that a pregnant woman could make was nothing when compared to the money Benis would make after the child had been born. Sade would be put back to work as usual, and Benis would make a small fortune when she sold the baby to the highest bidder.
There were some terrible people in this world, Benis thought, and they would pay a lot of money for the child. Benis already had some potential buyers lined up. What they wanted the baby for she did not ask. She did not want to know. All she had to know was that they had money.
After that, it was just a waiting game.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Bimpe had long ago accepted that her sister was in charge. Benis liked to be the boss, and Bimpe had no interest in such things. The memories of her terrible marriage, of Gabriel’s death, had faded over time. She thought of it only occasionally if she found herself unable to sleep, turning restlessly at night when her thoughts would turn to these dark times.
She had found a degree of happiness in Italy. She was free here, she thought, at least from her husband and the misery she had experienced at home. Despite this, she longed for a man, for a family of her own. Her sister seemed uninterested in such things, but for Bimpe it was what she longed for.
Bimpe, aware that her sister would think her foolish, had never shared with her that she had fallen in love. After the disaster that had been her first marriage, Bimpe did not blame her sister for doubting her judgement in men. Bimpe often doubted herself too, but she could not help how she felt about Kelechi.
She thought of her husband often. She had loved him with a passion. She had dreaded the nights he left her to womanise and had her heart had shattered when she realised that he had broken their marriage vows.
Kelechi was different, she was certain. She knew that she was in love with him. She had been attracted to him from the moment they had met, though he was younger than her and she knew that he could get any girl he wanted, whereas she could hardy find any man to look twice at her.
He knew of her feelings for him, could hardly fail to notice, but still she had watched over the years as he had womanized, bedding girls she could only hope to compare to, before he inevitably betrayed them or hurt them, and then moved on to the next. Only Bimpe had been there for him all along, she reminded herself, and some day Kelechi would finally realise it and make her his wife.
On a few rare occasions over the years, Bimpe had thought the moment had come. There had been the time they had drank rum late into the night and he had given into her advances and bedded her. Though he had slipped from her room the next morning, she had spent weeks afterwards thinking only about how magical it had all been. A few times since, when he was in need, she had been there for him, though nobody knew, not even Benis.
Knowing that she would become his wife one day, Bimpe did not like lying to Kelechi and so when her sister had told her that they would not be informing him of Sade’s pregnancy, Bimpe had been uncomfortable.
“We should tell him,” she had insisted. “If he finds out, and realises we lied -”
“He’s not our boss,” Benis had snapped. “He answers to Umar. As far as I can see, Kelechi is nothing but his messenger-boy. We don’t take orders from him.”
That had put an end to the matter, at least as far as her sister was concerned. For Bimpe, the internal struggle had intensified as the weeks passed. She wanted to tell Kelechi the truth, but she could not go against her sister. The only time she had was to marry, and that had been a catastrophe. Her sister had given up everything to save her, and Bimpe knew that she owed it to her to do what she said.
Still, Bimpe could not help but wonder if Kelechi would respect her, would finally realise his love for her, if she proved her devotion and loyalty to him by telling him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Benis did not suspect her sister of anything. As far as she knew, she was happy in their new life and wanted for nothing more than they already had. She did not keep a close eye on her. She trusted her twin and knew that she would confide in her if she needed to.
It was a surprise, therefore, when Bimpe walked into their apartment with a frown on her face, an air of panic surrounding her, just minutes after Soja had driven away from the house, Sade accompanying him.
Benis had been surprised by Soja’s request to see the girl but she had granted it, knowing she had little authority to deny it, especially when he had offered to pay her. She wondered if Soja had feelings for her, if that was why he had been so eager to save the unborn child. It was that or the man had a fetish for pregnant women, and Benis knew enough about men by now that nothing was surprising anymore.
She hoped that Soja would not cause any problems when she sold the child. The last thing she needed was for him to kick up a stink and get Kelechi involved. That would ruin everything. Still, she doubted Kelechi knew about his visit with Sade and she fully intended to use this against Soja, should the need arise or if she needed some leverage.
This had been her on her mind when Bimpe arrived, clearly agitated.
“What’s wrong?” she asked at once. Her sister was so easy to read.
Bimpe paced the kitchen. She looked out of sorts. Benis swallowed down her growing concern, not wanting to panic her sister. She had to be the calm one, as always.
“Spit it out,” she coaxed, her voice soothing. “Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
Bimpe stopped, turned to face her. She did not quite meet her eyes.
“I told Kelechi,” she said. She seemed to waver between feeling guilty and wanting to defend herself, as if she somehow believed she had done the right thing.
“Told him what?” Benis asked, though her voice sank. She already knew.
“About the pregnancy,” Bimpe said. “I know that -”
“You silly, foolish girl,” Benis hissed. She moved forward quickly, slapping Bimpe had on the side of the head. She closed her fists, hit her sister again and again, feeling her fleshy knuckles connect hard with Bimpe’s face. Bimpe cried out, her ridiculous blonde weave flying in all directions as she tried to protect herself. “What have you done that for?”
“I love him,” Bimpe cried, escaping her clutches and stepping back, breathing hard. Benis narrowed her eyes, catching her breath. She levelled her with a hard look. Bimpe seemed to shrink further away from her. “Kelechi. I love him. I always have done.”
Benis could hardly believe it. She burst out laughing. The sound seemed to upset Bimpe, whose face crumpled. She wiped at her eyes, still struggling for breath.
“You’re a foolish clown, you know that?” Benis sighed, her laughter fading. She wanted to strike her sister, but it would do no good.
All her plans were over, she realised. She wondered if she could salvage them. There was a knock on the kitchen door behind her, and she spun around.
Kelechi stood there. He was not smiling. He lifted his sunglasses from his eyes. Benis swallowed hard. She heard Bimpe composing herself behind her, still breathing hard.
“I hope I’m not interrupting,” Kelechi said, no trace of amusement. Benis knew that his anger bubbled ferociously just beneath the surface. He spoke through pursed lips, almost snarled, barely able to reign his temper in. “I think we need to have a talk, Benis.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Bimpe sensed her sister’s panic as Kelechi stood in the doorway. His anger was palpable and Bimpe wanted to cower in the corner, let her sister deal with it, diffuse the situation and take care of everything as she always did, but instead she took a tentative step forward.
“Kelechi, baby, listen to me -” she said, reaching for him.
He turned, his lip curling back as he focused his attention on him.
“Baby?” he hissed. “Shut up, you useless, old cow.”
The words struck her hard, and she bit her lip to keep from welling up with tears. She hated to think she had been wrong, after all she had risked for him. She hated to think she had judged another man so wrongly.
“Don’t speak to her like that,” Benis snapped, always the first to defend her sister. She took a step forward, as if to shield her sister from his words. “You’re not Umar, don’t forget that. He employs us. You’re just his stand-in.”
“Umar can hardly tell his arsehole from his fingertip these days,” Kelechi told her, eyes flashing dangerously. “I’m running things now. I’m your boss, whether you like it or not.”
“You’re in my kitchen,” Benis said, standing her ground.
Kelechi balled his hands into fists at his sides, clenched and unclenched, as if debating whether he dare strike her. Benis was a formidable woman, Bimpe knew, and she saw the hesitation on Kelechi’s face as he considered whether he wanted to go head to head with her in a fight. As if reminding her of her strength, Bimpe’s head pounded where she had been struck by her sister.
“What’s this your sister tells me about one of the girls having a baby?” Kelechi demanded, taking a step back, changing tac. “Why didn’t you take care of it?”
Benis remained where she stood.
“You were pretty damn quick taking care of Dalia’s,” Kelechi hissed.
“I’m in charge of these girls,” Benis reminded him. Her voice was calm and measured. “I make the decisions around here.”
Kelechi gritted his teeth, let out a whispered expletive.
“Go and get this bitch right now,” he spat. “I want to see her.”
Benis hesitated.
“She’s not here,” she admitted. Kelechi raised an eyebrow. “She’s with Soja.”
“Soja?” Kelechi repeated. There was no mistaking that this had caught him off guard. He struck out, throwing the kettle from the counter. It crashed to the floor, clattering across the tiled floor. Benis seemed unafraid by the outburst. She simply nodded. Bimpe was trembling with the tension in the small kitchen. Kelechi kicked at the kettle, sending it flying out into the courtyard with a bang.
There was the sound of an engine rumbling outside on the street. It cut out, and Kelechi glared at both sisters.
“I guess this is my dear friend Soja now,” he said, his voice menacingly low. “I should probably go and see him. Him and his pregnant little whore.”
Bimpe and Benis said nothing. They remained silent as Kelechi left the kitchen, went out into the courtyard to stand by the door to the main house. Benis glanced back over her shoulder and gave her a cold look.
Bimpe withered under her glare, ashamed, wondering if she had made a mistake.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It was only a minute before Kelechi returned, Soja and Sade traipsing after him. Benis knew that she would have to think fast if she were to defend her actions, if she were to salvage any hope of getting some extra money for the baby. Perhaps Kelechi would calm down when he realised how much she had been offered for it.
“What is this?” Soja asked, as they crowded into the kitchen. “Kelechi?”
“You tell me,” Kelechi suggested. He gestured to Sade, who was evidently pregnant.
Benis sensed his fury as he drank in her appearance. Only a fool could look at her and not see that she was carrying a child. Soja remained quiet, and Sade’s lip trembled.
Kelechi shrugged, holding his hands out.
“Come on, tell me. What’s the deal here, Soja?”
Soja opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. Apparently, he was lost for words. Sade remained a step behind him, as if scared Kelechi would lunge at her. Benis thought the same thing, though the mood Kelechi was in, any of them could be a target for his fists.
“What’s happening?” Kelechi shouted. “Come on. One of you speak. This is your chance.”
“I can explain,” Soja said eventually. His voice was calm.
Kelechi seemed to growl with anger. He pushed Soja out of the way and grabbed Sade by the hair, dragging her forward. Soja leapt in, struggling with him, as Sade wailed in pain. Benis watched the scene unfold, heard Bimpe let out a gasp behind her.
“She can do the explaining,” Kelechi panted, struggling with them.
Sade let out a cry and liquid splattered the kitchen floor at her feet. Kelechi leapt back, disgusted. Soja caught Sade as she staggered, clutching her stomach.
“What’s wrong with her?” Kelechi demanded.
Soja held Sade close to him, his eyes filled with panic.
Benis knew what was happening, what was about to start. She stepped forward. Kelechi let her, looking down at the liquid on the floor, still looking alarmed.
“Her waters broke,” Benis said. She turned to her sister. Bimpe nodded, understanding dawning too. “Fetch some towels and water,” Benis instructed her sister, then turned to the men, to a terrified Sade, as Bimpe left the room. Benis reached for Sade, clasped her shoulders in her hands. She met her frightened eyes.
“The baby is coming.”




CHAPTER THIRTY

Dalia cried out in fear.
She wanted to run. She was close to the highway, but she dared not turn her back on the knife. Her body throbbed with adrenaline and she worked out to steady her breathing.
“Please, listen to me,” she stammered, trying to reason with him. “You don’t need to hurt me.”
“Yeah, I do,” came the reply. “I’m sorry.”
His voice was calm. Not a flicker of fear on his face. The hand holding the knife seemed steady. Perhaps he was having an adrenaline rush of his own.
Dalia wondered if she could talk some sense into him, but his eyes were cold, determined.
He wanted to do this, she realised.
She took a step backwards, a twig crunching beneath her. He did the same, his trainers far better for a chase than her flimsy sandals.
She tried to calm her thoughts so she could think clearly. Should she run? Would it make any difference?
“Please,” she tried again, stepping further back. She felt leaves and branches at her back. Sweat made her top stick to her skin.
He raised the knife and Dalia dove sideways. She felt a branch scratch her arm, and she threw herself towards the highway. She let out a cry as she felt a sharp pain in the small of her back. Pain shot through her and then she felt him pull the knife out of her. She could hardly breath from the shock.
She struggled against the branches trapping her. She could hear cars just a few feet away on the other side of the foliage. She wondered if the girls had heard her cries.
The knife pierced her side and she let out a scream as she felt her skin tear. She put a hand to her side and felt blood. Lots of blood.
She staggered blindly. Fear gripped at her as she had never known before.
“Stop,” she begged.
He stood watching her. The knife dripped blood. The blade was dark crimson. Dalia felt nauseous at the sight of her own blood. She put a hand up in a gesture of surrender.
It was futile, she knew. He had no mercy. His hand shook a little and he no longer appeared so calm and collected now. He lifted the knife and stabbed at her again. It caught her hand and it bit into her palm. Dalia felt tears sting at her eyes with the fresh wave of pain.
She felt dizzy and disorientated. She lost her balance as she stumbled forwards and dropped to one knee. She could not fall. It would all be over if she did.
Before she could right herself, she felt a foot on her back as he kicked her forward. She hit her chin on the floor as she fell. She breathed in the smell of dirt and grass. She hoped this would not be the spot she died on.
She rolled over onto her back, using all of her strength. The wound in her back seared with pain, making her gasp. She felt lightheaded and her vision blurred as she looked up at him.
“I’ll do whatever you want me to do,” Dalia managed to say. “Anything.”
He looked down at her. His hood had come off and he looked even more boyish than usual in a baggy hoodie. He seemed to hesitate with the knife raised in the air.
Dalia dared to feel a moment’s hope. He was just a boy.
“You can walk away, and you’ll never see me again,” she said. Her throat burned and she coughed on what she thought might be blood. “I won’t tell anyone. I won’t tell your father.”
She looked him in the eye and saw doubt there.
Kwento held her gaze for a long while.
“Fuck,” he cursed, kicking out a tree knot on the ground.
Dalia’s eyelids felt heavy. She watched as the boy paced the ground, the knife still tight in his grip.
He was just a teenager. A child.
She wondered why Kelechi’s son was doing this to her.
She was thinking such thoughts as unconsciousness swept in.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



The men were sent from the kitchen, and Soja squeezed her hand as he followed Kelechi out into the courtyard. The door closed behind them, and Sade had no idea what might be discussed between them, if a fight would erupt. Though she feared for him, Sade had only one thing on her mind.
Pain and panic flared within her at the realisation that the baby was coming. Bimpe returned with towels and began to fill a bucket with water. Benis had taken charge of the situation but this did not ease Sade’s worries.
She had heard only whispered stories of the agony that was childbirth, and she did not think she was ready, though she had no choice but to be. She whimpered, clutching her stomach as the contractions grew. They came close together, hardly giving her time to catch her breath, her brain not yet accepting what was happening, what her body was about to endure.
“You have to breathe,” Benis chastised her, shaking her by the shoulders none too lightly. Sade nodded, sweat dripping down her face, as she struggled to comprehend what she had been told to do. “Breathe, foolish girl,” Benis said again, almost shouting this time.
Sade did as she was told, sucking in hot mouthfuls of air. She gripped the back of a kitchen chair, feeling as if the wood would splinter beneath her strength. Benis said something, but Sade barely registered it. Bimpe gently eased her grip on the chair and helped her lower herself to the floor. Sade felt a moment of relief, but then the pain washed over her again as she bent her knees, so that Benis could check on the baby.
Though Sade did not trust the two sisters, did not want them anywhere near her baby, she was in no position to stop them or reject their help. She wondered where Soja had gone, hoped that he was safe. As if he had read her mind, the kitchen door opened and the two men walked back in, both averting their gaze from her open legs.
“The baby is facing the wrong way,” Benis said over her shoulder. “We can’t get him out like this. We need a doctor.”
Sade’s eyes widened as she looked at Benis’s face between the gap in her legs. Fear twisted within her at the news that all was not well.
“A doctor? Why can’t we -”
“I’ll get one,” Soja interrupted quickly.
“Doctor Esposito, he’ll do,” Benis told him. “Or at least, he’s better than nothing.”
Soja nodded. His eyes flickered to Sade’s face, blinking fast. His mouth opened as if to impart comforting words, but then he turned and was gone. Kelechi lit a cigarette and strolled back into the courtyard without a backwards glance.
Benis heaved herself from her knees and settled herself into a kitchen chair at Sade’s feet to wait, breathing hard from the exertion. Bimpe held a damp cloth to Sade’s forehead, the two sisters barely exchanging a word or glance. Sade struggled to breath, to fight the pain. She longed for Soja to return with the doctor, prayed that he would rescue her child and sweep them to safety, far away from this place.
All sense of time was lost to her and it could have been minutes, or hours, before the kitchen door flew open and Soja led Doctor Esposito into the room. He carried a black leather satchel in one hand, and his brow was beaded with sweat. Thick black chest hair protruded from the gap where his white shirt had not been buttoned all the way, and his armpits were damp. Sade wondered what he had been doing before he had been dragged here, if he was only here under coercion or if he had wanted to help.
Doctor Esposito crouched to the floor, dropping the satchel at his feet. He pulled on blue latex gloves and Sade shuddered as he felt his fingers on her, exploring her. He did not speak as he did this, all eyes on him and his neutral expression.
Sade longed to cry out for answers, but she supressed the urge, desperate not to distract him, still clinging on to the hope that he would say that the baby was safe. When he did speak, he did not look at Sade, but directed his words at Benis and Soja.
“The baby is breach,” the doctor said. “They need to be taken to a hospital.”
“No,” Benis shook her head at once.
“She may require surgery,” the doctor pressed. Sade swallowed hard, unable to summon the energy to speak. The doctor did not look at her. “But I can try to turn the baby, it might help, but -”
“Do what you can for her here,” Benis nodded.
Soja looked at Sade, held her fearful gaze. She saw panic in his eyes, though he tried to hide it. Benis dismissed him and he was gone, as the doctor murmured some distracted assurances to Sade as he pressed down on her stomach, trying to turn the baby around.
Sade closed her eyes, gritting her teeth against the waves of nausea. Benis and the doctor muttered between themselves, though she barely knew what they were saying. She opened her eyes, looked up at the ceiling, her vision blurred.
“She’s in a bad way,” Bimpe said, still pressing the cloth to Sade’s forehead, now damp from her sweat. “I think she’s going to pass out.”
Sade opened her mouth as some water was dribbled into her mouth. She swallowed it gratefully, but it did little to ease the growing exhaustion. Her eyelids flickered, her grip on consciousness wavering, and everything went black.
She did not know how long she was gone for but when her eyes opened, the pain swept over her once more. Bimpe’s face swam into view above her. Benis and the doctor were still there, but it did little to comfort Sade.
“Push,” Benis shouted at her, “You need to push, girl.”
Sade did not know if she had the strength, her grip on her consciousness already loosening once again. She pushed, her face scrunching up with the effort, letting out a hoarse cry as she did.
“Again,” Benis called, “Again.”
Sade did as she was told, not looking down to her feet, not knowing whether her efforts were being rewarded. Her body ached, hot waves of new pain washing over her, and once more she fell into the darkness.
When she finally woke, the pain had settled into a dull ache that clung to her body. She blinked hard, wondering for a moment where she was. A mattress creaked beneath her, and she tried to sit up, but pain shot up from between her legs and she gingerly lay back down again, exhaling as she did.
She was back in her room, on her familiar bed, and she strained to remember what had happened. She shivered at the memory of the doctor’s fingers pushing inside her and the pain that had torn her from reality. She looked down at herself, saw that the large swelling of pregnancy had reduced. The baby was gone.
Her breath caught in her chest and panic consumed her.
Her baby was gone, and she did not hear crying, did not have the warmth of her child pressed against her breast. The room was as bare as always, no sign of a cot, no sleeping child.
Footsteps sounded in the hallway and Lina and Tanisha cautiously poked their heads around the doorway. They seemed relieved to see she was awake, stepping inside to join her, but Sade could not bring herself to feel pleased to see them.
“My baby,” she stammered, looking from one face to the other. “Where’s my baby?”
The two girls exchanged uncomfortable looks, which did not go unnoticed.
“What’s wrong?” Sade demanded. “Please, tell me.”
Tanisha sat down on the edge of the mattress, putting an arm around Sade’s shoulders. Lina perched at her feet, wringing her hands in discomfort.
Sade felt an ache in her chest, and though she dreaded what they would say, she knew that part of her heart was already breaking at the words she was beginning to expect.
“I’m sorry,” Tanisha whispered, her voice cracking. “She didn’t make it.”
“She?” Sade repeated, hardly letting the words sink in. “A daughter?”
“Yes,” Tanisha murmured. “But -”
“It was a difficult birth,” Lina said, taking control, looking Sade in the eyes, understanding her desperation for the truth, for some explanation. “We saw the doctor arrive, knew that something was wrong, but Kelechi wouldn’t let us see you.”
“Everything went black,” Sade remembered. She longed to remember more, to summon an image or memory of her daughter.
“You must have passed out,” Lina said, nodding gently. “Soja said the doctor did his best, but the baby didn’t survive the birth. He managed to get her out, though, and he said that you’ll recover. He gave you some medicine, and you needed a few stitches.”
“She died,” Sade said slowly, almost a whisper. Tanisha’s embrace tightened, as if to comfort her, and Lina blinked away tears as she nodded. Sade swallowed hard, grief joining the exhaustion that consumed her, mind and body. “Where is she now?”
Lina shook her head.
“She’s gone. They took her away somewhere,” Lina said.
“I’m sure Soja was respectful,” Tanisha said quickly, trying to comfort her. “He probably found somewhere nice and peaceful for her to rest.”
Sade nodded, feeling tears sliding down her cheeks. For so long she had feared for her child being born into this cruel world. Perhaps it was kinder that her daughter had not seen this place, had not known this life. She had kept herself strong for the sake of her child, but now she felt empty. The feeling intensified as she looked at where her stomach had once swollen with her daughter, felt the pain between her legs.
She felt violated that such a thing could happen, that she could have no memory of her daughter to cherish or remember her by, but she had already learnt that life was not fair, that it was cold and cruel sometimes.
Closing her eyes, Sade did not try to wipe the tears away, instead letting herself be lulled into sleep. At least in sleep, her dreams allowed her to be a mother. She held her daughter, braided her hair and played with her as Achike watched them tenderly, his eyes filled with love for them both.
Increasingly, when Sade woke, she longed to be back in the world of her dreams. She preferred it to the grim reality of her waking moments. She did not know how long she slept for, how many days or weeks she grieved in this way, but she sensed that time was slipping past her and that at some point, she would be forced to return to the hardship of her life.
Tanisha and Lina visited her often, but Sade barely spoke to them. They understood, letting her have her silence, sometimes cradling her in their arms, sometimes chatting from the foot of her mattress to each other as if she were part of the conversation. Soja visited too, though she often feigned sleep, closing her eyes when she heard his trainers scuffing the floor at her doorway. He would remain only a few minutes, and she felt his eyes on her for long moments, before the footfalls signalled his departure. Sometimes he would sit beside her, and though he did not put his hands on her, she could tell even with her eyes closed, in the silence, that he wanted to hold her and comfort her.
Doctor Esposito visited a few times, under the supervision of Benis, but his examinations were brief and perfunctory. He would comment that her condition was improving, that there were no signs of infection. The stitches had done the job, and eventually the aches and pains left her body.
She did not need Doctor Esposito to tell her that she was recovered, but she listened anyway, knowing that his diagnosis was more for Benis than for her sake. Benis nodded from behind him, hands on hips. Sade knew what this meant for her, and her body tensed at the look that passed between the two of them.
Words were left unspoken. The meaning was all too clear. Sade closed her eyes as she heard Benis leave the room. The mattress shifted under the doctor’s weight as he moved closer to her. She heard the clink of his belt buckle being undone, then the zip of his trousers. Sade gripped the sheet beneath her tightly, biting down on her lower lip against the all too familiar discomfort, as the doctor pushed inside her. She tried to block out his scent of sweat mingled with disinfectant, and the sounds of his heavy, laboured breathing.
Unable to retreat to the safety and comfort of her dreams, and not wanting to tarnish the image of her daughter that she had created for herself by picturing her now, Sade cleared her mind completely. Her body went numb, her mind blank.
When Doctor Esposito shuddered in release and stood up, Sade took a deep breath and sat up. After doing up his trousers and walking to the door, the doctor glanced back at her. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but quickly thought better of it. His lips closed, and he left without a word.
Sade wondered what he had been about to say as she wiped herself down. She had been brought back to the reality of her life now, and there was no use in seeking escape in sleep. She left her room for the first time in weeks, since she had awoken after the birth, and studiously avoided the sympathetic looks from the other girls. She washed herself under the spluttering flow of lukewarm water, feeling some satisfaction at getting rid of the lingering smell of the doctor, though even the sliver of soap she used to scrub her body could not remove the feel of his clammy hands on her.
She joined the other girls for dinner and glanced at Benis and Bimpe, sensing their relief that she had seemingly adapted back to normality with such little protest. She knew that they preferred her this way. Preferred all of them this way. Broken, in body and spirit, the fight gone from their bodies and their hearts. Sade forced herself to maintain her composure, did nothing to draw further attention to herself. Lina and Tanisha’s comforting words helped, but Sade did not need nor want reassurance.
As she settled herself down on her bed that night, waiting for sleep and fully prepared for the return to the streets and the baking sun tomorrow morning, Sade did not feel apprehensive or powerless anymore.
She would not give the Fatusi sisters, or Kelechi, or anyone else, the power to make her feel that way again. She held them responsible for the death of her daughter, and for the grief that now gripped her, always there waiting to break her.
But she would not break, not now. Sade knew that she was strong, that she deserved more than this. She would find a way to escape this life.
She would not die here in this hell like her daughter had.
She would be free.
No matter what it took.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



Sade did not let herself get her hopes up.
She did what was expected of her without protest, without complaint, compliant as the others. Benis did not suspect what she was planning. If anything, Sade thought she was relieved that she had adjusted back to her duties with so little hassle. Bimpe had gone away on some business, and Sade knew that this made it easier for her.
She did not ask questions, did not want to raise any suspicion.
Tanisha and Lina did not suspect either and though Sade longed to tell them of what she plotted she could not bring herself to do it. The walls had ears and she could not be sure that another girl might not overhear her sharing it with them and try and escape herself, or worse, tell Benis or Kelechi.
The juju priest and the spirits that threatened her no longer gave her sleepless nights. She was sure that no oath was strong enough to harm her when she was already so broken by this place.
Kelechi had become even more unbearable. Her hatred for him was palpable. She could taste the raw venom she felt when she saw him. He had killed Ife, and now he had as good as killed her daughter.
She sometimes fantasised, as she lay awake at night, of how it would feel to stick her fingers into the man’s eyes, pushing until she gauged them out of his head. Those nasty, malicious eyes would dangle from her fingertips as he howled in agony, writhing around on the dirty floor where he belonged.
These dreams sometimes alarmed her, the viciousness of them scaring her, made her question whether perhaps her own morality had been damaged after so long in this place.
Soja’s visits had lessened and she was not sure whether it was because he felt guilt over her daughter’s death or if it was because Kelechi had put an end to it. Sade sometimes missed his visits, for they had been a momentary break from the hell of her existence here, but she knew that it was for the best.
Perhaps he would have been able to see what she was planning, Sade thought, or perhaps he would get in trouble if Kelechi suspected that he had helped her escape.
No, Sade had reasoned with herself, it was better that she did this alone.
During the days, as she baked under the hot sun on the side of the street, she had dreamt of leaving this place. It was of escape she thought as she gritted her teeth and bit her lip against the thrusts of Mr Yellow Teeth, Mr Policeman and all the others.
She was not sure when the right time would be, but one hot night as she sat on the stairs, fanning herself from the heat, she knew that the time had come. Perhaps it was not the right time, but she could no longer bear it in this house.
Tanisha and Lina had retreated upstairs to their room and the house was strangely quiet. The heat had subdued the girls and Sade would use this to her advantage. Kelechi had not come to the house, and Kofu had already visited Lina and left with a spring in his step.
Sade treaded carefully down the stairs. Benis was in the small courtyard, smoking a cigarette. Sade knew where she kept the keys to the front door, but she could not go into the Fatusi sisters’ kitchen without passing her.
An idea struck her, and Sade retreated upstairs. She grabbed the metal bucket beside the open drain that served as her toilet and went downstairs. Benis was finishing her cigarette when Sade stepped out into the courtyard.
“What are you doing with that?” Benis demanded, catching sight of her. She tossed her cigarette to the floor and her eyes bulged. “If you’re expecting me to clean that, you -”
Sade swung the bucket as hard as she could into Benis’s face.
There was a loud, satisfying crunch that sent her sideways. Benis let out a howl of surprise and pain and threw her hands to her face as the bucket clattered to the floor, echoing in the courtyard, as if she had dropped a thousand buckets to the concrete beneath her feet.
She had no time to waste. Sade ran into the small kitchen and grabbed the keys. Benis lunged at her in the courtyard but she was slow, and Sade skipped around her back into the house. She threw the door shut behind her, and Benis shouted after her, crashing through it a moment later.
Sade’s hands were shaking, the keys jingling loudly as she reached the heavy front door. She had watched over the last few days and knew which of the keys would open it. Benis was thundering down the corridor as the key slid into the lock and clicked.
Heaving the door open, Sade threw herself through the gap, the keys still hanging from the lock as she felt the evening sun on her skin. She felt fingertips at her back and Sade began to run.
She ran down the pathway and onto the street. Benis came after her. Eyes appeared in the windows, drawn to the commotion. She heard someone shout, but whether it was encouragement or not, Sade did not know.
Her bare feet ached as she ran down the street, trying to put as much distance between herself and the house as possible. At the corner, Sade glanced back over her shoulder. Benis stopped, panting hard, doubled over from the exertion.
“You’ll regret this,” she screamed down the road.
Sade turned from her and ran on, aware that it would not be long before Kelechi and his men were out searching for her. She felt a pang of guilt, wondering whether she should have brought Lina and Tanisha with her, if they would suffer for her actions back at the house, but she forced such thoughts from her mind, knowing that thinking such things would do her no good now.
Cars sped past on the highway, the drivers oblivious to the danger she was in, probably looking at her and averting their eyes. She was just another hooker, another immigrant, to them.
Her eyes looked up and down the street for a police car, an ambulance, anyone who might be able to help her. She waved at cars but only got a few beeps of the horn.
Tears brimmed in the corners of her eyes. She knew that time was running out, that she needed to get away from here.
A car had screeched to a stop and for one blissful second Sade had believed herself on the cusp of rescue, which made it all the more crushing when she Kelechi emerge from the driver’s side as the door was flung open. Another two men dived out of the car after him.
Sade had tried to run, but she was no match for their long strides. Kelechi dragged her back to the car kicking and screaming. The drivers passing by did not stop, did not call out. They did not want to get involved.
As she was flung into the back seat, Sade knew that her punishment would be severe Though she trembled with apprehension as the car slowed outside the house, the fear of what was to come was nothing compared to the devastating sense of loss. She had been so close, and yet she had failed and now the chances of her getting her freedom were gone.
She thought of Dalia and the stories of her own break for freedom. Perhaps she had felt the same sense of brief euphoria and then blinding, crushing defeat.
Dalia was dead, Sade was certain of it, her body probably dropped into an oil drum and burnt until there was nothing left of her. Sade wondered if the same fate awaited her and was on the verge of tears when the car door opened, and she was dragged out by her hair.
Her eyes watered with pain as she was shoved up the pathway and back into the house. Kelechi remained a step behind them, his eyes fixed on her from behind his sunglasses.
“I told you that you would regret it,” Benis said with satisfaction, a smug smile pulling at her lips, her beady eyes gleaming as she leant against the doorway to the courtyard, clasping a wad of tissue to her bleeding nose, as Sade was hoisted past her.
Sade did not meet her eyes, not wanting the woman to see her tears.
The men threw her into her room, and she winced as the concrete floor scraped her hands, which she had thrown out just in time to stop her head from cracking against the ground. Her knees and palms ached from the fall, but she knew that the small scratches would be nothing compared to Kelechi’s punishment.
She felt a boot press down on the small of her back, pressing her down hard against the ground. She did not move, did not try to fight him.
Kelechi dismissed the others, but the door was left open. This would serve as a lesson to the other girls, in case any of them harboured thoughts of escape.
“You thought you could run,” he said. His voice dripped with amusement. He thought her a fool for trying such a thing. Perhaps he was right, but it was better than nothing, she thought, better than staying here, to be consumed in her grief.
He put the toe of his boot to her side and flipped her over on to her front. Sade looked up at him, her jaw set, her face defiant. She hated the man, hated everything about him.
“What about the oath you made?” Kelechi asked her.
Sade ground her teeth. She did not answer him.
Kelechi’s lips thinned. If he had been hoping to provoke her, to get a rise out of her, then she would not grant him that.
He kicked her hard in the stomach. His leg had moved fast, and she had not been prepared for it. The boot was heavy leather, and the force of his kick was hard, winding her. She gasped for air as she rolled over onto her side.
Another kick emptied her lungs once more.
Kelechi was well-practised at delivering a beating, at prolonging the cruelty he could inflict. He waited for her to catch her breath and just as her lungs started filling with air again but before she had time to ready herself, he would kick her again. He was not even putting much effort in, perhaps biding his time. Sade would not give him the satisfaction of begging him to stop, would not show weakness in front of this monster.
After what felt like it could have been hours but must have been much less, Kelechi grew tired of practising his football skills. He planted his boots either side of her, so that he stood over her and snatched a fistful of her hair, dragging her up from the floor. He held her with one hand and slapped her a few times across the face to rouse her, just in case she had been close to passing out.
She closed her eyes against his sneer. He flung her onto the mattress, which creaked loudly as she landed on it. She knew what was coming. She had grown accustomed to blocking out such violations. She endured them multiple times a day, but still it got no easier.
His hands pinched her body roughly as he stripped her naked. He threw her clothes over his shoulder and they landed silently on the floor. Her underwear followed.
Even now she refused to beg or plead. It would do nothing to stop him.
He unbuckled his leather belt and pulled it out of the waistband of his jeans. He cracked it. The belt made a loud snap that made Sade wince, edging backwards ever so slightly. The moment of fear had not gone unnoticed.
Kelechi brought the belt down on her like a whip, lashing her legs. The leather tore at her skin and she cried out in pain. He did it again. The metal clasp occasionally caught her skin and she felt it tear into her flesh, drawing blood. He repeated it again. And again. Her shoulders, her back, her buttocks. Her arms when she tried to deflect the blow. There was no part of her body that did not sting and burn under the lashing of the leather.
He grew tired of that too and dropped the belt to the floor. He unzipped his jeans, and she saw that her distress, that the beating itself, had excited him. He grabbed her ankles and opened her legs as he dropped his jeans.
Sade clenched her jaw and squeezed her eyes shut as the mattress sank beneath his weight and the smell of him, sweat and cigarettes and cologne, filled her nostrils, almost making her gag, and his hardness pressed against her inner thighs before he gave a coarse grunt in her ear and pushed inside her.
When he was spent, Sade watched him stand and pull up his jeans. He did not appear interested in giving her another beating, but with him one could never be sure, so Sade remained tense. He looked down at her, shaking his head.
“If I hear you’ve so much as raised your voice, I’ll be straight back here for worse,” he warned her, his voice low.
Sade did not say anything. She did not need to.
Kelechi left, snatching his belt up off the floor as he went.
He pulled the door shut behind him and she heard him call for Benis to lock it.
Sade lay on the mattress, curling herself up into a ball, naked, every muscle and inch of her skin bruised or broken or burning with pain. She stared into the darkness as Benis’s shuffling footsteps approached and the key turned in the lock.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Dalia opened her eyes.
She lay on the hard ground. She did not know how long she had been knocked out for, but it could not have been more than a few minutes. Kwento stood a short distance away, watching her. He looked as if he was starting to panic now. She wondered if that was good or bad for her.
Her head pounded and her body ached. She felt weak and she knew she needed a hospital. She must have lost a lot of blood. She opened her mouth to speak but no words came out. Her mouth tasted of blood and she swallowed hard.
Kwento did not react upon seeing that she was awake again. There was rustling in the bushes and he tensed, his eyes shooting into the darkness. Dalia wondered what was going on.
Was Kwento expecting someone?
Footsteps in the leaves drew closer and Kwento did not seem to relax at the sight of his accomplice.
“You fool,” came a familiar voice. “I thought you understood what you had to do.”
“I did,” Kwento protested. His voice was petulant, belying his age. It sounded almost like he was about to throw a tantrum. “I just -”
“Got scared? You’re a grown man now, Kwento. You can’t let a little bitch like this get to you.”
“I’m not scared,” Kwento argued. “Look at her. She’s no threat.”
“Then why didn’t you finish her off?”
Kwento looked angry at the question and glared down at Dalia as if it were her fault. Dalia blinked away tears. With Kwento alone, perhaps she had stood a chance. Now she did not.
“I’m sorry,” Kwento sighed.
He was not speaking to Dalia. His apologies were not for her.
“Not to worry. There’s no harm done. She’s still here. You just need to finish it.”
“No, please,” Dalia whimpered.
“Shut up.”
Kwento stood over her with the knife but he appeared to have lost his desire to stab her. His hand shook harder now. Dalia looked in his eyes and he seemed unable to look away.
“Oh, for goodness sake.”
Kwento was shoved forward roughly.
Dalia looked up into his frightened face.
Then she looked at Bimpe Fatusi.
She wore no make-up. Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail. In the darkness, she looked formidable. She looked like a monster. She was one, Dalia saw that now.
“Why are you doing this?” Dalia asked. Tears slid from her eyes.
Bimpe looked down at her with disgust and did not answer. She put a hand to Kwento’s shoulder, her bright red manicured nails gripping the material of his hoodie tightly.
“Do it,” she encouraged him. Her beady eyes were hungry for blood.
Kwento nodded slowly and swallowed grimly, but he did not move forward.
“Go on, dear, you know you have to,” Bimpe persisted.
Dalia whimpered as Kwento bent down over her. He did not look at her face. Perhaps he was afraid he would change his mind if he did.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, almost inaudible.
Bimpe watched eagerly.
Dalia saw the knife rise in a slow arc in Kwento’s hand and she gratefully gave into the blackness, pulling her into certain death, before he could plunge the blade into her chest.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Perhaps it was the fact that she had dared to try and escape, or perhaps it was the fact that Kelechi felt humiliated that her pregnancy had been kept a secret from him for so long. Sade did not know, but Kelechi had taken particular offence and seemed determined to punish her.
The following day he returned. Sade had not made so much as a sound all night, but when she woke the door had opened before she had even had the chance to use the bucket. Kelechi had beat her. The wounds had not had a chance to heal and she felt blood sticky on her skin at once. He had quickly discarded with the belt and pressed her down on the mattress, grunting on top of her.
That night he had returned, but the belt had dropped to the floor with his jeans. There would be no beating, Sade realised, as his hands pawed roughly at her skin before he forced her legs open and his teeth bit at her neck as his hips thrust against her.
They became more frequent, his visits. He would beat her on a few occasions, but others he would drop his jeans expectantly before the door had even closed behind him.
After a week locked in her cell with only scraps of bread and occasionally cheese, and worn down by Kelechi’s visits, Sade was finally allowed out. Benis seemed to think she had suffered enough, or perhaps Kelechi had wanted her back out on the street earning again, but either way Sade found herself walking back down the highway, her body aching and tender.
Though she did not welcome the return to normality, if that was what her hellish life now constituted, Sade was at least grateful that she could see the other girls now that she was not confined to her room.
She was surprised to find that Tanisha was no longer amongst them.
“She bought her way out,” Lina told her, after they had returned to the house after her first day back on the highway. They sat on the steps, Lina applying some lotion to Sade’s back and shoulders, the wounds that Sade could not reach herself.
“How?” Sade asked.
She felt exhilarated. One of them had managed, she thought, realising that it was possible, that one day this nightmare could come to an end.
A look passed across Lina’s face, one that Sade could not place.
“Kelechi let her pay it off if she brought two girls over here,” Lina told her.
Sade let her words sink in.
Two girls’ freedom had been taken from them so that Tanisha could buy her own. She thought of Tanisha. She had been here for a long time, and Sade wondered if she would accept such a deal if it was offered to her. She thought of Bunmi, and of Ife, and knew that no matter how miserable her life had become here, she could not put another girl through her ordeal, not on her behalf.
“Where are the girls?” Sade asked her.
“They went to a different house, I guess,” Lina sighed, shaking her head.
They drifted into silence. Sade wondered if Lina was upset that her friend had done such a thing, or if she was jealous that the same deal had not been offered to her. Sade thought about the two poor girls, remembering the moment she and Ife had arrived and the reality of what was happening had finally hit them.
Princess shot her dark looks when food was served.
“She’s had a face like that all week,” Lina told her. “Kelechi’s losing interest, maybe.”
“That’s not my fault,” Sade protested weakly. “Does she think I wanted this?”
Lina shrugged, and Sade tried to ignore Princess.
That night, Sade slept restlessly. Kelechi had not visited, and she wondered if he was giving her time to rest after her first day back to work. No, he was not so thoughtful, she reminded herself. He must have been busy. Perhaps, she hoped, he had grown bored of her.
She woke and showered and dressed as she always did, then traipsed out of the house with the other girls. Benis watched her closely as she went down the path, as if expecting her to make a run for it, but Sade did not have the fight left in her.
Mr Policeman was one of her visit customers. He did not remove his uniform, only removed the belt on which his walkie-talkie and his gun were clipped and unzipped his combat trousers. Sade imagined somehow wrestling the gun from him and blowing her brains out right here in the front of his patrol car. He must have seen the scars, but it did not deter him.
Benis and Bimpe must have sensed that she was near breaking point. At dinner, Sade was surprised to receive a larger portion than was usual. She wondered if they thought she might try and kill herself. It was not unheard of amongst the girls, though Sade had yet to witness it first-hand. A few of the girls’ self-harming had almost caused them to bleed out, only a visit from Doctor Esposito saving them from the same fate.
Sade did not intend to kill herself, even if she did think of it at times. She did not have the energy to do such a thing. Days turned to weeks, and Sade felt sick in herself. She lost her appetite. She struggled to wake in the mornings and when she did, it was to splatter vomit in the bucket.
Though she did not want to admit it to herself, Sade made an uncomfortable realisation. Her monthly bleed did not come. She waited, and waited.
“You don’t think -” Lina gasped, when Sade shared her concern with her.
Sade nodded, almost on the verge of tears.
She put a hand on her stomach, as if she could feel the baby growing inside of her even at this early stage. The love she had felt for her daughter, knowing that a part of Achike was growing inside of her, had been instantaneous and unstoppable.
This time it was different. The thought of the child inside her made her feel sick. She did not want this child. She knew that she would not be able to love it.
She knew that Kelechi was the father.
She prayed that she was wrong, but still her bleed did not come.
She was carrying his child and the thought repulsed her.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Bimpe Fatusi narrowed her eyes as she counted in the girls at the end of the day. She despised these whores. They deserved everything that had befallen them and more, she thought.
She could swallow down her disgust for them usually but occasionally she came across a girl who was so despicable that she rubbed her up the wrong way completely. A few girls had been like that.
Dalia. Faith.
Lord, how she had hated them.
Dalia had been pretty and defiant and of course Kelechi had fallen head over heels for her. Bimpe had been heartbroken over the realisation. She was willing to give Kelechi everything she had and more and yet he had chosen a prostitute over her. Dalia did not love Kelechi. She had known it at once. She had not outright spoken with the girl, for it would have done no good. No, Bimpe had to be smarter than that. She had watched from afar, trying to hide her tears and her distress, as Kelechi made Dalia his favourite. She sensed that Dalia was different from the other girls he had taken a liking to.
Kelechi acted differently.
Bimpe worried that he would do something stupid. Would he throw away everything he had worked so hard for? Would he walk away from Umar and the empire that he had helped him build up, that he was set to inherit one day soon?
No, Bimpe had been loath to let Kelechi do such a thing. He might not know it, but he needed protecting from himself. She was his soulmate. She was the one who had to do it, even if it was from afar, at least for now.
One day when they were married and he had realised he loved her, then Bimpe would tell him of all the things she had done for him.
For now, she had to act on his behalf. She had to get rid of Dalia.
She had debated what to do. She considered paying her off, but she could not risk Dalia coming back some day. How would she feel if Dalia turned up in the future when Bimpe and Kelechi had married? A prostitute such as Dalia would have no qualms about trying to sink her claws into a married man. She knew from her marriage to Gabriel that marriage was no hurdle should a woman set her sights on a man, shivering at the memory of Gabriel climbing into their marital bed in the small hours, stinking of alcohol and of Winnifred’s perfume.
No, Bimpe had decided. She could not live like that again. Dalia would have to die.
She had mused over the where and how for some time, uncomfortably aware that time was running out for her. Each day she delayed it Kelechi’s heart fell deeper under Dalia’s control.
In the depths of her thoughts, Bimpe had come across Kwento, Kelechi’s son.
Kwento had taken to hanging around on the street outside the house in Destra Volturno and Bimpe had known what was going through the boy’s mind. He was fifteen and he had questions, desires, that no doubt drew him here. Bimpe knew that Kelechi barely paid his son a second thought. It saddened her, but she also knew that she could press such a fact to her advantage. One day she would be Kwento’s stepmother and she saw her chance to both cement such a bond and get rid of Dalia in one swoop.
She had called out to Kwento and he had joined her in the Fatusi sisters’ flat for lemonade. Benis was out taking care of some business with Umar. They were alone.
Bimpe had asked after Kelechi, but Kwento was tight-lipped, nervous. Bimpe caught him looking down her top and she felt a quick ripple of delight that she had commanded his interest. She smiled widely at him and reached out across the small kitchen table, clasping his hand. He looked down at her manicured nails and seemed to tense at her gentle touch.
“I just wanted to check that you’re okay,” Bimpe had said lightly, stroking the back of his hand with the tip of her thumb. “It must be hard to accept, your father spending so much time away from you, and all for a girl like that.”
Kwento looked at her, met her eyes for just a second, and quickly looked away. He swallowed hard but only shrugged.
“If you need somebody to talk to you, I’m here for you,” Bimpe had persisted. “You don’t need to worry. I’ll make sure that your father doesn’t abandon you for her. No matter what that moral-less woman tries to make him do, I won’t let her come between the two of you. No woman should come between a son and his father.”
Kwento glanced at her and she knew that he was drinking in her words. She had played to the worries she knew that he had. He feared Kelechi would abandon him and it did not take much to convince the teenager that Dalia was to blame. A few muttered warnings and she had him thinking that Dalia was trying to get Kelechi to forget his son and think only of her. She could almost see the anger pulsating from Kwento.
It had helped that Dalia had fallen pregnant, that Kwento feared she was trying to have a child to replace him. When Bimpe told him that she had aborted the baby, Kwento’s rival, he had been grateful to her. Bimpe had done it for him, and for his father, she had assured him.
Over the following days, Bimpe had convinced Kwento that the only way they could save Kelechi was to kill Dalia. Kwento had been only too willing to listen. Bimpe had encouraged him. She had worn a low-cut top and she had rubbed his knee tenderly as she spoke. She felt him respond to both her words and her touch.
She had plotted Dalia’s death. The afternoon of the night they would kill Dalia, Bimpe slid her hand inside Kwento’s jeans. If he had held any doubts, she had made sure they were forgotten. He would do what she wanted, whatever was necessary to stop Dalia from stealing away his father.
He had almost succeeded. He had called her that night for help, but she had not been entirely surprised. He was young and he had panicked. Bimpe had watched him raise the knife to finish her off, but God had seen fit to be merciful to her and she had died just seconds before he could stab her one final time. Kwento had looked relieved, and Bimpe had murmured reassurances in his ear as they had stood over her lifeless body. She had kissed him tenderly on the cheek. He had seemed content at least that he had carried out his task.
“You’ve saved your father,” Bimpe had congratulated him. Kwento’s mood had lifted at that. Bimpe had left him to burn her as instructed in a discarded oil drum nearby. Nothing remained of the deceitful whore now.
Bimpe had worked hard to control Kwento. He had mood swings and she caught flashes of anger, something dark inside him that gave her a moment of fear.
She would have to keep an eye on him, she decided. He was her stepson, her family, and she would look after him.
Kelechi had grieved for Dalia but not for long. He had soon replaced her with Faith, another Godless woman with no morals. She had used her body to get a hold over Kelechi, taking advantage of him to try and get above her station. Bimpe would not allow it.
She had warned Kwento what was going on and what they had to do.
Kwento had no qualms this time.
“What will I get in return?” he demanded of her.
“You’ll keep your father safe,” Bimpe reminded him.
Kwento had narrowed his eyes. He was older and would not be swayed by a flash of cleavage this time. He grabbed at her breast. Bimpe had slapped him, regretting it at once when his eyes had flashed dangerously.
“Do you want me to tell my father what you just did?” he had threatened her.
Bimpe had swallowed down her shock, her indignation. In time he would respect her as his stepmother, she reasoned. She had to earn his loyalty for now. She had hoped he would be satisfied when she tried to please him with her hand, but Kwento had other ideas.
“Use your mouth,” he had instructed her.
Bimpe had balked.
“Should I go and get one of the girls to do it instead?” Kwento had snapped. His eyes had narrowed. Bimpe wondered if she had made a mistake in manipulating the boy, in unleashing his dark side. Perhaps his troubled nature ran far deeper than she had first imagined. Kwento had stared at her expectantly. He looked so like his father, Bimpe thought. His face, his broad shoulders. She had to do this, for both their sakes.
Bimpe had done as he wanted.
In return, Kwento had done what she wanted, and Faith was no longer a problem. She received no call for help this time. She told Kwento when Faith would be out on the highway alone. She never returned to the house and Bimpe brushed off the other girls’ concerns. If Benis was suspicious, her sister did not show it. She was angry, if anything, believing the girl had escaped.
Bimpe had continued to keep an eye on Kwento. She became aware that he had visited with a few of the girls on the highway. Bimpe forbid them from discussing it with any of the other girls. She wanted nobody talking about him. He was to be her stepson, after all.
She had mentioned it as gently as she could to Kelechi. He had not taken well to her interfering in his family matters.
“He’s my son,” Kelechi had growled at her. “My problem. Not yours.”
Bimpe had tried not to take it personally. Kwento had sported some bruises the next time she saw him, and she felt responsible, but whatever Kelechi had done seemed to have worked, for Kwento no longer sought the company of any of the girls.
If Bimpe had hoped to claim Kelechi’s heart once both Dalia and Faith had been disposed of, then Bimpe was to be disappointed, for like the weeds she constantly battled against in the overrun back garden of the flat, another one always sprang up to replace the one that had been plucked out.
Princess was the latest weed.
Bimpe felt particularly angry towards her, for she was so different from the girls before her and it seemed to Bimpe that Kelechi was choosing all types of girls, from all over Nigeria, regardless of height or religion or culture, basing it only on their attractiveness. It grated on her. She did not want to think of her future husband as vain, but what else could she deduce from his behaviour?
Dalia had been petite and pretty. Faith had been curvaceous and beautiful. Princess was statuesque and Goddess-like. She was the envy of most women, Bimpe was sure. She recalled Benis mentioning a few months earlier that Princess had been sent over by a friend, who was jealous that she was getting too close to her husband. Bimpe did not blame the friend, she thought. Princess was a wanton woman who could claim any man she set her sights on, and it seemed Kelechi was her latest prey.
Bimpe would not allow it.
“I’ll take care of her,” Kwento promised her, when she told him. She clasped his shoulder and squeezed, grateful that she could rely on her soon-to-be-stepson.
She half expected him to want some favour in return, but he did not mention it. She wondered if he was getting his needs fulfilled elsewhere. She bristled at such a thought and vowed to make sure she kept him on a leash. She did not want him taken advantage of either.
“Soon,” Bimpe told him. “You need to take care of her soon.”
Kwento pursed his lips, and his eyes widened almost imperceptibly for a second. He did not like to be told what to do. Bimpe worried but then the moment passed.
“I’ll look forward to it,” Kwento said, before sauntering off down the street.
He was becoming as tall as his father now and he walked with a swagger just like him. Bimpe watched him walk away. She knew she would have her hands full looking after both men in her life, but she would not have it any other way.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Princess did not miss home.
She had been desperate for a new life abroad. When her best friend had heard of an opportunity to work as a housekeeper, Princess had jumped at the chance. She had not thought twice and had made the oft-times perilous journey to Italy with a now-laughable air of importance. She was going to be rich. She had known as much. Housekeeping was a start, but she imagined that with her looks and business savvy, she could land a modelling contract and soon she would be splashed across the front covers of all the magazines.
Reality had been a bitter pill to swallow. With the adjustment to the circumstances she had found herself in came the realisation that it had been her dear friend who had sent her to this fate. Princess knew why the spiteful cow had done it. It was all because she was jealous of her, it had marked their friendship since childhood.
Princess was used to such jealousy. Women did not want her around, fearing she would seek to claim their men. Men wanted her and either showered her with attention and gifts or thought to cut her down and belittle her when she rejected their overtures.
She had felt that familiar feeling with some of the girls here. A few tried to hide it and a few openly scowled at her. Princess was too used to it to pay it any mind. These girls could do nothing for her here and so their opinions of her were irrelevant.
It was the men who had the power here, she thought, as they did back home. She was a popular girl, with her tall, striking figure and her athletic body, and it had not been long until she had caught Kelechi’s eye.
She understood men and Kelechi was easier to know than most.
He let power, anger and sex drive him. He may have grief and trauma somewhere far below the surface, but she did not want to know his story. She wanted to use him just as he was using her. She still held out hope that she could get a modelling contract, that this was all just a nasty blip on her way to fame and fortune.
Perhaps Kelechi could help her get there, or at least he could get her out of here.
On her spot on the sad stretch of highway, Princess let herself imagine for a second the glitz and glamour of her future. She would fly on private jets and would go nowhere without an expensive fur coat draped about her shoulders. Oh, how she deserved such a life.
A few cars slowed and beeped at her, but Princess did not look over. She drew plenty of attention and did not need to waste her time with penniless perverts who wanted a look and nothing more. Maybe it was a housewife honking in anger at her presence.
A bicycle approached and Princess knew the rider. She hoped he would keep on cycling, but he stopped a few feet from her. He climbed off the saddle and looked her up and down. He was just a child and yet he looked so much like his father.
“Kwento,” Princess greeted him, forcing a smile.
She hoped that this kid was not about to mess things up for her. Kelechi had never introduced them, and he barely mentioned his son. As far as she knew, they spent little to no time together. She hoped that Kwento would not proposition her, but she could already see his hardness inside his tracksuit as he walked over to her in that bravado-swagger most men seemed to think was impressive to a woman.
“What brings you out here?” she asked, trying not to sound dismissive. She did not want him to go running back to daddy badmouthing her. Something told her he would not be telling Kelechi of this meeting.
“What do you think?” he smirked.
Princess wondered if he knew about her special relationship with his father. Hell, she thought, perhaps he got off on the idea.
“You know you’re not old enough,” she told him, keeping her voice light.
Kwento frowned.
“Come on sweetie, I’ve got the money and it’s not like you have much of a choice,” he said. His voice dripped with an authority he did not have. Princess wanted to headbutt the little bastard, but her smile did not slip as he looked her up and down again. “I could always come and visit you at the house and get a freebie off you, if that’s what you’d prefer.”
Princess thought on it for a beat. Benis and Bimpe would not bat an eyelid at his age. If he bundled them a few notes they would let him do whatever he wanted to her. Princess had little control, but she knew when to use the little that she did have.
Her decision must have shown on her face, for Kwento smiled widely. He looked remarkably like Kelechi, she thought, and he was proving to be treading in Kelechi’s footsteps it seemed.
Princess shrugged and led him through a gap in the tall bushes to a small clearing about fifteen feet from the highway. The leaves muffled the sounds, not that anybody ever came looking around here. She heard Kwento’s trainers crunching twigs a step behind her.
In the clearing, Princess turned to face him. She hoped it would be quick. She wondered if it was going to be his first time. She supposed she should be flattered that he had chosen her.
She saw the metal bar Kwento had picked up just a second too late. He swung.
Before she could react, it collided with the side of her head and everything went black.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Kwento looked down at the unconscious woman. She was beautiful, he thought, but boy did she know it. He did not like girls like that, the ones who wore their looks like armour. They thought it gave them the right to treat men however they wanted. They believed that being attractive made them better than everyone else.
He would bring her down a peg or two before he killed her. He would make sure she died knowing that she was not special, that she was no better than anybody.
Princess began to stir but it would be a few minutes at least before she was fully conscious. Kwento did not want to take any chances though. He pulled out the twine he was carrying in his pocket and bound her wrists behind her back.
Close to her, he drank in her smell. She must have used a fruity body wash because her skin smelt exotic. Kwento realised he was getting turned on.
Her eyelids flickered but there was no comprehension behind her vacant eyes. Kwento had some time to do whatever he wanted with her and she would never know.
Just the thought was enough to excite him. He slid the skirt up her thighs. She wore no underwear beneath. She was a whore, he reminded himself. She deserved this.
It was not his first time. He had visited girls from the house before. He had wanted to do the same to Faith, but she had struggled so much that he had not got the chance before he had caved her head in with a brick. He had tried again with Mbeke. He had watched her, hoped to have more time to get creative with her. Mbeke had cried and screamed when he had pulled out the hunting knife. She had tried to appeal to his better nature, told him she was a mother. In the end, he had finished her quickly, to shut up her incessant sobbing. It had given him little enjoyment, killing her so quickly.
Damn whores, he thought.
He had planned more carefully this time. He had made sure he could do whatever he wanted. This time he had brought the twine and a cloth to gag her. This would not be a repeat of Faith or Mbeke. No, this would be much more rewarding.
Princess was beginning to wake up just as he finished. She was disorientated, legs flailing as Kwento pulled up his trousers. He looked down at her with amusement as she realised that her hands were tied, as she looked down at her skirt bunched up above her waist. She looked afraid of him now.
Kwento liked that.
“What the hell are you doing?” Princess cried. Her lip trembled but she was remarkably composed considering. Kwento wondered if he had it in him for another round. Perhaps she did not truly understand yet. She struggled against the twine, but it held strong. “Wait until I tell your dad about this. Do you know who I am?”
Kwento sniggered. He could not help himself.
“I know who you are,” he said. “You’re a prostitute. There are thousands of girls just like you all over the country. Millions of you around the world. You’re nobody. You’re nothing.”
“How dare -”
“And you know what?” Kwento asked, ignoring her. He was enjoying this. “My dad won’t care if he never sees you again. He’ll find another girl just like you. That’s how important you are to him. He’ll have forgotten all about you in a few weeks. Maybe less. Just like he forgot Dalia and Faith and all the other sluts.”
“I’m not scared of you,” Princess said, though her shaking voice told a different story.
Kwento smiled down at her. He pulled the penknife from his pocket and flicked the blade open. Princess shivered and cowered at the sight of it.
“Perhaps you should be,” Kwento said.
Princess started to cry.
“Please...I don’t want to die.”
Kwento kept smiling. He was excited. Perhaps he could go another round with her, he thought. He brandished the knife and bent down over her. She tried to scuttle away but he snatched a handful of her hair and pressed the knife to her cheek.
He dug the blade in just enough to draw a few drops of blood. Princess whimpered, and Kwento stuffed the rag into her mouth, stifling her sobs. That was better, he thought.
Kwento whispered in her ear as he crouched beside her.
“By the time I’m finished with you, Princess, you’ll be begging me to kill you.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“Who is the father?” Lina asked, though the look in her eye told Sade that she could guess.
“Kelechi,” Sade whispered.
Just saying his name made her want to break down in tears. Lina put an around her shoulders, consoling her, though there was nothing that could be done. Or could there? Sade thought. This time she had no reason to hide her pregnancy, did not need or want to protect the baby inside of her.
She went to Benis and Bimpe to tell them the news. She wondered if they would abort the baby right there on the kitchen table as they had with Dalia, or so the stories went.
Sadly, she was mistaken, if she had hoped they would want rid of the pregnancy as fast as she had hoped they would.
“If the father is who I think it is,” Benis said, with a stony glare, “then I need to make a call.” She went out into the courtyard, to call Kelechi no doubt. Bimpe remained in the kitchen, and her mood was sour. She kept shooting venomous looks at her, and Sade did not know what reason she could possibly have to look so…so jealous.
Ah, Sade realised, with a start. Yes, that was what it was. She wanted to tell Bimpe that Kelechi was not a good man, that he was not worth being jealous over, and that Sade most definitely had no choice in bedding him, but Bimpe knew all these things.
The kitchen was silent, Sade squaring her shoulders. Bimpe could hate her all she liked but she would not intimidate her.
“Go back to your room,” Benis told her, as she waddled back into the kitchen, sliding her phone back between her ample breasts.
Sade looked at her, expecting more than that.
“What about the baby?” Sade asked her.
“What about it?” Benis shrugged. “You’re not the first that Kelechi’s knocked up, and you sure as shit won’t be the last, girl, so don’t go expecting any preferential treatment.”
Bimpe practically glowered at her sister’s comments.
“You’re not going to -” Sade stammered. “You’re just going to let me -”
“You can work up until you’re showing,” Benis said. “Then we’ll see if we can make the same arrangements as last time. Kelechi wants you to keep earning.”
“What about after?” Sade demanded.
“After what?”
“The baby,” Sade said, her voice clipped. “What happens to the baby after he’s born?”
Benis did not quite meet her eye.
“Perhaps it can stay here with you,” she said, swatting at fly. “It’ll cost you, mind. We’ll have to add childcare, and the additional food and nappies, to your debt.”
“What if I don’t want it?” Sade insisted.
“That’s not your choice,” Benis snapped. She was rapidly tiring of these questions and it showed. “Kelechi will decide.”
Sade opened her mouth to protest but Benis had turned her back on her. Bimpe continued to look at her with unabashed hatred.
“Go back to your room I said,” Benis said over her shoulder.
“You heard her,” Bimpe shouted, slamming a fist on the counter, when Sade did not move.
Sade reluctantly rose to her feet and left the kitchen. She crossed the courtyard and went back into the house. The house that she so hated, so wanted to escape.
The house that would soon be home not only to her but to her child.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



Mrs Bunmi Moneke did not feel like celebrating, as she applied her make-up and smoothed the cotton of her green sundress, standing before the mirror, on her fifteenth birthday.
Mother had insisted that they have a party and although she insisted it would just be a small, family gathering, Bunmi knew better than to believe such a claim. She had heard Mother discussing the plans with Nikeasha and Bunmi wondered if all the neighbours would be coming or only half.
Bunmi did not want to be the centre of attention. She wanted just the opposite. She already imagined that eyes set upon her and tongues spoke behind her back when she accompanied Mother to market, and this party was giving the whole neighbourhood the excuse to do just that but in a more personal setting.
She dreaded the probing questions that would be flung at her all evening.
When could Mother expect her first grandchild? Had she been to see a doctor if she was having trouble getting pregnant? And the questions they did not ask her but surely whispered amongst themselves. Was there trouble in her marriage that had prevented her from carrying Achike’s child? Was there something wrong with Bunmi herself?
Bunmi prayed every night before bed that she would soon be carrying a child, but it was an impossibility when her husband did not lie with her as a husband normally did his wife. They shared a bed, sleeping side by side as one might with their brother or sister, but he did not touch her, made no effort to, and Bunmi had slowly over the almost-year of marriage begun to wonder if she would ever be a mother, if she would ever hold a baby in her arms.
She did not need to confront Achike to know the reason for his abstinence. He did not love her. His heart belonged to Sade and it always would do. Bunmi could have wept upon such a realisation, but tears would not serve her any purpose.
Though Achike was a good husband in all other ways, caring and humble and appreciative, Bunmi knew that these traits, these kindnesses, would not give her a child.
Mother often questioned her in her domineering way, almost demanding a grandchild soon. Bunmi was too ashamed to confess that they had not even tried to have a child, that Achike was not husbandly in that way since they had consummated it so many months ago now, and so she let Mother believe that there was something wrong with her.
Bunmi tried not to let herself get upset by the accusing tone Mother often used when asking such questions, but as the months wore on and still Achike did not touch her and still Mother longed for much-awaited announcement, Bunmi began to question whether this would be her life. Would she remain childless, in such a loveless marriage, until she died an old woman with nothing to show for her life except a list-full of regrets?
She thought of Monica, her closest friend, who had just weeks ago announced the news that she was to be married to Yemi, the son of the deliveryman. Bunmi was certain that the two of them would waste no time in producing child after child. From Monica’s whispered stories, Bunmi knew that her friend had already bedded Yemi far more often in their courtship than Bunmi had in her whole marriage, not that it was hard to do.
It was these dark imaginings that plagued her now, as they had done for months, as she turned from the mirror, in the bedroom she shared with Achike. Her husband was downstairs waiting for her, perhaps oblivious to her internal sufferings. He had his own silent woes, she thought, wondering how often he dreamt of Sade, how many times his heart must have broken in her absence.
She smiled as she went downstairs and found Achike and Mr Moneke in the hallway waiting for her. Achike wore a green shirt that matched her new sundress, his birthday gift to her this morning before he had left for work, and black jeans that showed off his calf muscles. His years of labouring had seen his body change, his muscular frame changing from that of a boy to a young man. He looked dashing as he always did, Bunmi thought, though now she no longer had a fluttering of attraction in her stomach or her chest. Her feelings had grown platonic and she loved him as one might a brother not a husband.
“You look beautiful,” Achike complimented her with a smile.
His words were kind, and Bunmi smiled and batted her eyelashes, but it was all just a display for Mr Moneke. Whether he had deduced the true state of their marriage, Bunmi could not imagine and did not want to, and yet if he had he did not say anything, at least not to her.
They walked down the street to Mother’s house. The house was already lit up and music drifted up the road. A few neighbours hovered outside with plastic cups and smoked cigarettes. They parted to let them through the gate and up the path.
Bunmi took Achike’s hand in hers and he offered no resistance. This was a charade they played whenever they arrived at Mother’s house. An unspoken ritual to keep up appearances, though for whose sake and for what benefit, Bunmi was beginning to question.
What would happen if their marriage was to end? Bunmi knew that Mother would never let her hear the end of it, but apart from that would her life really be over? She was already childless, loveless, what more else-less could she possibly be if she were divorced?
Food was already being served in the garden and Mother was in hostess-mode when they approached her. Mother hugged them each for a brief second and then held Bunmi at arm’s length.
“Happy Birthday, my darling,” she cried out. She snatched Father from mid-conversation so that he too could wish her blessings.
“I hope you enjoy the party,” Father said. “Your mother has put a lot of effort into –”
“What nonsense,” Mother interrupted him. “It was nothing, truly. No trouble at all.”
Bunmi smiled and thanked her. Mother shot Father a warning look and made excuses to go inside and fetch more drinks, dragging Bunmi with her. She felt Achike’s hand slip from hers and glanced over her shoulder at him, but he was already in conversation with Father and Mr Moneke without so much as a look at her.
“Tell me, how is everything?” Mother asked pointedly, as Bunmi had expected, when they reached the privacy of the kitchen.
Bunmi imagined her reaction if she were to tell her the truth. That she and Achike did not have sex, that neither had any desire to, at least not with each other, that she should stop wishing for a grandchild for she would never likely get one from her.
“Come on, I’m your mother,” she encouraged Bunmi, perhaps sensing something amiss. Mother leant closer, clasping Bunmi’s forearm. “You can tell me anything, Bunmi. If you want to go to a doctor, then I can take you, if you are ashamed or embarrassed to ask Achike. I know it must be hard, but there are things medicine can do for infertility now.”
Bunmi shook her head, feeling her frustration bubbling up within her as if Mother had just shaken her as one might a bottle of fizzy drink.
“Remember what I’ve told you,” Mother continued. “If you want your marriage to work, then you need to be sensible Bunmi. You can’t wait to have a child. What other prospects do you have? What will you do if he leaves you?”
Bunmi could listen no more. She snatched her arms from Mother’s clasp.
“What if I leave him?” she demanded. Her voice was raised, loud in the kitchen. “What if I don’t want my marriage to work? I didn’t want to marry him in the first place, and he didn’t want to marry me. You are the only one who is desperate for us to have a child, Mother.”
Mother looked as if she had been slapped, her mouth gaping open in shock. She put a hand to her breast as if she was having palpitations. Bunmi felt the anger leaving her at once, deflating as easily as it had erupted. Her hands trembled with nerves at what she had said.
“I’m sorry,” Bunmi stammered. “I didn’t mean that.”
Mother shook her head, her lips moving wordlessly. Perhaps she was speechless for the first time that Bunmi could ever remember.
“Please, I’m so sorry,” Bunmi said, reaching out for her. “I shouldn’t have said that. I spoke out of turn, please forgive me.”
Mother’s lips trembled but she squared her shoulders and narrowed her eyes, brow furrowing querulously.
“I have spent weeks organising this party for you and in less than a minute you have almost reduced your own mother to tears,” she said quickly, her tone affronted, though her voice trembled slightly. “I am sorry if you do not appreciate all that I have done for you. I arranged your marriage so you would have at least some prospects, Bunmi. If this is how you would treat your mother,” she shook her head.
“I’m sorry, I should never –”
Mother silenced her with a fierce look.
“We shall speak no more of it,” she said firmly, in a tone that induced no arguments. She seemed to be pulling herself together now. “I’ll put it down to childish ungratefulness. I forget sometimes, Bunmi, that you still have lots to learn about adulthood.”
Bunmi felt a prickle of indignation but she did not want to offend her any further. She was relieved when the kitchen door opened and Hasana, their elderly neighbour, poked her head in. She walked with a cane and her spine curved so she walked as if in a perpetual crouch. Mother went to her and linked her arm in hers to support the old lady, and Bunmi used the distraction to slip from the room.
She had no intention of seeking out Achike in the sea of guests. She picked up a plastic cup from one of the trays on the dining room table laid out for the guests. She was a guest, she told herself, as she sipped the clear liquid. She winced at the taste of the liquor. It burnt her throat and made her gag, but she drained the whole cup and crunched the plastic in her hand. She wanted to forget everything. Mother, Achike, her unborn children.
A familiar face caught her eye as she glanced out of the front door and down the path to the street. She stopped, surprised and momentarily forgetting her anger and everything that had worked her up into such a state of agitation.
Ayo stood beside the gate, a little distant from a group of men that had gone out to smoke and escape the chatter inside. His white shirt made him stand out against the hedge behind him and was in stark contrast to his black skin. It had been months since she had seen him. He had grown taller and though still his frame was still thin, his shoulders were broader, and he looked less of a child.
Bunmi went out of the front door and Ayo smiled. He wore his spectacles and looked as if he were not sure what to do with his hands as she greeted him.
“Happy Birthday,” he said, sticking his hands in his pockets. Bunmi wondered why he was nervous upon seeing her. Ayo glanced at the men smoking nearby as if they might jump to the wrong conclusion about them talking as they were alone, but they paid no notice to them. He glanced over his shoulder. “Monica is running late. She was on the phone to Yemi when I left.”
“She’ll be here in an hour or so then,” Bunmi joked, and they both laughed. She felt her bad mood lift. Ayo could make her smile. She had forgotten how easy talking to him was.
She felt her eyes well-up and she sniffed heavily, blushing as Ayo looked at her with concern.
“Are you okay?” he asked at once, reaching for her before he seemed to think twice and hesitated. His face was anxious. “Should I get someone? Your mother? Achike?”
Bunmi shook her head quickly.
“No, no, please, I'm fine,” Bunmi lied. Ayo looked uncertain. The group of smokers, oblivious to them, tossed their cigarettes over the hedge and drifted back up to the front door. Ayo watched them go over Bunmi’s shoulder.
The thought of going back inside made Bunmi feel claustrophobic. She could not do it. She needed to put space between her and everything.
“What’s wrong?” Ayo asked her, his voice soft and gentle. “Talk to me, Bunmi.”
“I want to go for a walk,” Bunmi said, surprising herself.
Ayo was surprised too. He hesitated, looking up at the house. Bunmi knew he worried what people might think. Perhaps he feared for her state of mind, maybe she should be afraid of such a thing too, and yet she was not. She stepped around Ayo and went out of the gate onto the street.
“Bunmi, we should -” Ayo called after her. She did not turn around and heard his footsteps behind her. He fell into step beside her as she walked slowly but with purpose. If he still had doubts, he did not voice them. “You know I’m always here for you. If you need to talk or cry or laugh then you tell me, and I’ll try my hardest.”
Bunmi was touched but she did not want to talk about her problems. Ayo nodded in understanding when she told him as much.
“No problem,” Ayo reassured her.
Instead he filled her in on what she had missed at school since she had dropped out. Bunmi listened raptly as they strolled down the street. Nobody else had dropped out to get married and that made Bunmi feel more isolated, alone, than she could have thought. Ayo was hoping to go to college in the future, so he had been focusing on his studies and had passed all his exams last month.
“Well done,” Bunmi congratulated him. “Any college will be lucky to have you when you graduate. You’ve always been the smart one.”
Ayo beamed at the compliment. He seemed more at ease the further they got from the party. Talk turned to Monica and Yemi and their wedding plans as they continued to walk. Bunmi realised they were walking the old route towards school and wondered why she had subconsciously decided on such a destination.
When they reached the school and climbed over the fence to the yard, where they had frolicked and spent many lunchbreaks together, Bunmi realised that Ayo had grown quiet.
“What is this really about Bunmi?” Ayo asked her as they sat on a wooden bench.
The only light was that of the moon and the stars, yet Bunmi did not feel afraid of the dark. She felt more fear in meeting Ayo’s eyes as she tried to find the words to answer his question. She felt tears in her eyes. There was so much she wanted to share, and yet she could not, she should not.
Before she could stop herself, Bunmi was telling Ayo everything. She told him of her marriage and Mother’s judgment of her. She gave voice to things that she had never shared with anybody, she spoke of feelings she had hardly dared to admit even to herself let alone someone else.
Ayo slid his hand into hers when she cried. She did not stop him, grateful, touched by the gesture. When she stopped speaking, her cheeks were wet with tears. Ayo had been quiet as he listened and Bunmi almost feared what he may say in response to her.
“I know it’s not my place to say anything,” Ayo almost whispered. “But I think you deserve better. From your marriage, from your husband, from your life. Bunmi, you are sweet and kind and beautiful. You deserve a man whose world lights up when he sees you. You deserve to be loved as if there were no other girl on the planet who could possibly compare to you.”
He lifted his hands and cupped her face in the palm of his hand as he wiped away her tears. Bunmi shivered at the tenderness of the act. All thought of her husband, that she was married, had been forgotten as she felt the softness of his fingertips on her cheek.
Under the moonlight, Ayo brought his lips to hers. They were soft and warm and Bunmi felt ripples of pleasure through her body. His hands ran through her hair and with a shaking hand she touched his face. She felt the beginnings of stubble on his face, a few hairs on his chin longer than the rest, and she toyed with them, eliciting a purr of satisfaction from Ayo.
Their kiss deepened as his tongue pushed in between her lips and explored her mouth as hers did his. She felt hot at his touch and yet it was oh-so-pleasurable. His hands slid from her face and his lips left hers.
Bunmi opened her eyes and Ayo was looking at her. His eyes were wide and soft. They shone in the light of the moon.
“Bunmi, we shouldn’t do this,” he whispered, his voice strangled as if he spoke the words against his body’s wishes, forcing himself to say it though he desired it very much. Bunmi knew that he was right, that they should listen to their sensibilities, and yet...
She reached for him and brought his mouth back to hers. There was hunger in their kiss now. They had reached the point of no-return and chosen to continue regardless. Bunmi felt her own desire coursing through her body. Her hands no longer trembled as she ran a hand down Ayo’s neck and came to a rest on his shirt. The material was hot beneath her palm.
She undid one button and then another. Ayo’s hands fumbled at the straps of her sundress. She did not feel ashamed of the rolls of her stomach nor the stretchmarks on her back and sides or her plump breasts that were too big for her age. She let her hands explore Ayo’s body. He had hairs sprouting from his armpits and his chest, running in a line down his stomach to his belt.
Ayo only hesitated for a moment when Bunmi’s hand reached his jeans. He unbuckled his belt and Bunmi stripped off her sundress. The moon and the stars were the only witnesses to their nakedness and to the soft cries and moans as they made love on the grass of the playground.
It was spontaneous and clumsy and awkward, but Bunmi felt connected to Ayo in a way that she had not with Achike. She held him close against her after he cried out, shuddering inside her, and they lay in the dark together for a long while, their bodies entwined with each other, happy just to be at one together, until they could no longer avoid returning to reality.
Bunmi dressed in silence as did Ayo. She wondered if he regretted it. He turned to look at her as he zipped up his jeans, his eyes were filled with tenderness, and Bunmi knew that he did not regret being with her.
They left the playground and walked in silence the familiar route back to their street. Ayo slid his hand into hers and Bunmi felt her breath catch in her chest. She thought of a time, before she was married, when she had had a similar moment after kissing Ayo on the cheek when Monica had teased them that they were more than just friends.
Now they truly were more than friends, Bunmi thought, and yet she was married, albeit to a man who saw her more as a sister or a friend than a wife, but surely Achike would not allow such a friendship to continue? She thought now of whether her husband would find out what she had done. Would he take one look at her and see the guilt upon her face at once?
The nearer they drew to home, the more Bunmi questioned what they had done. She did not regret the act, only that now it made it harder for her to live her life, for now she had felt what it was to make love and to be loved, how could she go back to the life she had knowing that something far greater was just out of her grasp?
Ayo squeezed her hand and then let go of her hand as they got closer. Bunmi had known it was going to happen, but it did not make it any easier.
“Do you want to see me again?” Ayo asked her as they turned onto their road. His voice was quiet and uncertain. Bunmi wanted to kiss his lips and promise him that she did. “I understand if you don’t or if you can’t,” he whispered.
“I will see you again,” Bunmi replied. “I don’t want to be apart from you.”
She could not put into words how she felt for him. Love, was that what this was? She did not know but it made all other emotions pale in comparison.
Ayo smiled at her words, his face showing betraying his relief at her answer.
“If I could, I would carry you to my room right now,” Ayo said, and Bunmi blushed at his words, the honesty held in them. “I’d keep your close to me forever,” he went on. “I wouldn’t care what your mother or your husband or anyone would say. We would be together, and you would never feel alone again, I’d make -”
He trailed off as they reached her mother’s house. He hesitated, apparently as reluctant as Bunmi was to go back inside to the party. She wondered if anyone had even noticed she was gone. Mother might have, but they had hardly parted on good terms.
“Perhaps I should go,” Ayo said carefully, glancing up at the house. Music and laughter were still audible from inside. He shifted nervously on his feet. “I don’t want you to get into trouble, if anybody were to see us together.”
Bunmi did not want him to go, but she nodded her understanding.
She wanted to kiss him goodbye. Ayo stood still, eyes focused on her, not turning to leave. He did not want tonight to be over either, she thought. They both jumped when footsteps sounded nearby, and Monica sprang into sight.
“What are you doing out here?” Monica asked. She wore a short dress that showed off her shapely legs and her hair was twisted in a knot at the back of her head. Her make-up made her look far older than her teenage years. She glanced behind her up the road and Bunmi watched as Yemi trailed after her. He was a head taller than Monica and had thick shoulders and no neck, his figure bulky with muscles. Perhaps from spending every day lifting heavy crates, Bunmi thought, as Monica introduced them.
“Happy Birthday,” Yemi said, as he shook her hand, almost yanking Bunmi’s arm off with the force of it.
“Yes, let’s get inside so that you can open your present,” Monica said, holding up a small bag in one hand. Bunmi glanced at Ayo, hoping he would stay for a while longer. Monica turned to her brother. “Don’t tell me you’re saying your goodbyes already, Ayo.”
“I have to study,” Ayo said.
Monica looked about to argue, but Bunmi put a placatory hand on her arm.
“It’s fine, he needs to study,” Bunmi said.
Monica sighed, shaking her head, but let him leave. Monica and Yemi went up the path towards the house and Bunmi lingered for a moment. Ayo whispered a few words at her in the darkness before he was retreating down the road to his own house.
Bunmi watched him go and then followed Monica inside as her friend called out impatiently for her. She thought of what Ayo had said before he had left.
She could not be sure, so quiet were the words he had spoken, but she had an idea.
It had sounded a lot like three words. Words that made her heart lift like no others could.
I love you.




CHAPTER FORTY

In the weeks after her birthday party, Bunmi thought about Ayo often.
Her absence had gone unnoticed at Mother’s house. If anybody had wondered where she had been, then walking through the front door with Monica and Yemi had been her ready excuse, though nobody seemed to have paid the slightest attention to where the birthday girl had disappeared to for at least an hour. She had hurried to the bathroom upstairs to look in the mirror. She had half expected to look different to when she had left, but the changes were inside of her, for she looked much the same as she had. She smoothed some of her hair down and wiped some dust off her clothes from the long walk.
Mother had seemed to forget Bunmi’s outburst, for a short while after she had crept back into the party, she sought her out and made a big fuss of Bunmi cutting her birthday cake. With all eyes directed upon her, Bunmi felt sure somebody would shout out and declare that Bunmi had been unfaithful, that she had betrayed her husband and her marriage, but all the guests shouted was a rowdy rendition of Happy Birthday.
Achike too had been oblivious to what she had done. Bunmi had trembled as she left the party later and walked home with him. Mr Moneke was already asleep in his room, having left the party earlier, and Bunmi was terrified of being alone with her husband. She feared he would smell Ayo’s sweat on her or know with some husbandly sixth sense that she had been with another man, yet she was afraid for nothing.
Tired from the party, and never one for wanting to be intimate with her, Achike had not so much as raised an eyebrow when Bunmi had taken a shower before bed. She had stripped down in the bathroom and folded her clothes carefully. She remembered the feel of Ayo’s hands on her body, his fingertips caressing her skin as he had undressed her. She had blushed with pleasure reliving it.
When she had washed and dried herself, satisfied that no lingering scent of Ayo clung to her, she slid under the sheets on her side of the bed. Achike had already been snoring, fast asleep. If he suspected anything untoward, then he did not care enough to lose sleep over it.
To all outward appearances Bunmi’s life and circumstances had not changed in the slightest since her birthday. Yet to Bunmi she could not have felt more different. She felt alive for the first time. Ayo had awoken something inside of her, given her a purpose and a meaning. She no longer dreaded that she would grow old and childless as the unloved wife of Achike.
She did not know what could possibly happen in her future, but she had Ayo and that was all she wanted. She loved him. She was certain of it. He loved her. He told her and she felt it when they were together.
Though Bunmi wanted to spend all her time with Ayo, it was not possible, not only because she was married and lived with her retired father-in-law. Ayo still attended school and had a multitude of after-school classes that his parents insisted upon, so that he could attend college when he graduated. Despite this, they managed to meet several times a week. Bunmi would tell Mr Moneke she was going to the market or visiting Mother, not that he asked after her when she left the house, and Ayo would either meet her when he had a free afternoon, or he would meet her after school.
They met at the market and strolled the streets aimlessly. The destination did not matter when they were together. They spoke openly with each other. They joked and they flirted. Bunmi had never felt so happy in her life as when she was with him. They stopped and chatted at cafés and lounged in the shade in the park, careful not to be seen together.
She did not fear that Achike would ever find out. If he did, then she would tell him that Ayo was a friend. It was believable enough, she thought. Part of her, perhaps her heart, wanted him to find out, so that he could throw her out of the house and end their marriage, and Bunmi and Ayo could be together.
All that Mother had scared her with, tales that she would be unlovable and unwanted if Achike were to leave her, seemed unbelievable now. How foolish she had been to heed her ruthless words, Bunmi thought. Ayo did not care that she was married, or that he had not been her first. He loved her for who she was.
Though they were just fourteen, Bunmi knew that they knew far more about love and acceptance than Mother could ever comprehend.
As much as she loved chatting with him, Bunmi longed to be with him on a physical level. Their hands brushed occasionally as they walked, and she felt a jolt through her body as if she had been electrocuted that never failed to make her blush. When they lay on the grass beside each other, she sometimes dared to stroke his face with her outstretched hand, her fingertips tracing patterns on his cheek. Ayo would smile contentedly and soon roll over onto his stomach to hide his hardness and the effect that her touch had on him. Bunmi would laugh when he did this, her smile knowing, and Ayo’s eyes would shine so brightly when he looked at her, the love in them so deep, that it took all Bunmi’s energy not to kiss him there in the park, in public, everyone who might see them be damned.
Almost a month since her birthday party, Bunmi’s prayers were answered.
“My parents will go out of town for the night on Saturday,” Ayo told her as they weaved their way through market stalls, the hot midday sun beating fiercely down on the tin roofs of the stands. Bunmi almost misheard him over the calls of the market traders and their customers. “They’re going to visit my cousin. She just had a baby. I would have had to go, but I told them I have studying to do so they will let me stay at home with Monica.”
Bunmi felt excited at the prospect.
“What about Monica?” she asked him.
“She already told me she’s going to spend the night with Yemi,” Ayo told her. “She never misses an opportunity to go and stay with him. They’re not even married yet.”
“We’re not married and we –” Bunmi said, then quickly stopped. She did not like to think of her marriage when they were together. She kept them separate, as if she led two different lives. Ayo’s smile faltered, but then he shrugged.
“You’re married,” he joked. “Anyway, it’s not like it’s a real marriage.”
He sounded almost flippant but Bunmi knew he was serious. Though she did not disagree, she knew that her marriage was real. To Achike it was. To her parents it was. In the eyes of the law and the neighbourhood it was, and to God and their ancestors and the spirits and just about everyone except for her and Ayo it was a real marriage.
Yet it did not feel real.
“You can come over if you want,” Ayo said, his voice dropping to almost a whisper, so she had to strain to hear his invitation over the chorus of the market traders. Ayo grabbed her hand and dragged her between two stalls and out of the humdrum of the market, so they could talk more freely on a patch of dry, golden grass that ran alongside it. “If you can find an excuse, then we could spend all night together. It would be like we’re a real couple.”
Bunmi tried to temper the excitement that flared inside her.
It would be perfect, she thought, and yet what could she possibly say to Achike? She would have to think up something that her husband would not be suspicious of. She had never stayed away from their home before. She had never had reason to.
She spent the rest of the day distractedly going over scenarios one after the other, dismissing each in turn as unbelievable. Visiting Adeleke? No. Staying at Mother’s? No, he would never believe it and even if he did, Mother would never lie for her and Achike would know she had lied if he ever asked Mother about her stay.
At dinner, Bunmi chewed on the question she longed to ask and yet she could not spit the words out. Achike looked at her expectantly, as if sensing that she wanted to ask something, but she shook her head and continued to eat. Mr Moneke retreated to bed early, as he often did now, and Achike went up to bed not long after him. Bunmi washed the dishes and scrubbed the kitchen surfaces with the weight of disappointment upon her shoulders.
Her husband would not believe any excuse that she might come up with to stay out. She was his wife and she had no right to spend a night anywhere without him. She wanted to cry at the injustice and yet no tears came.
Bunmi told Ayo the following day that she could not see him on Saturday. He understood and made light of the situation, but Bunmi heard the hurt in his voice nevertheless. She knew that he wanted to spare her feelings and would never let on that he was upset, and such a realisation made Bunmi feel even more for him.
Saturday dawned and Bunmi tried to let her resentment come across. Achike worked in the morning and so she spent a few hours alone with Mr Moneke. He was aging quickly without his wife by his side and though he smiled as she brought him the newspaper, he had lost his cheer for life now. Bunmi wondered what Achike would do upon her death. Would he grieve for her or would he seek comfort from Sade at once?
She fought with her inner thoughts all day. Achike sat with his father and gave her some space, perhaps realising she had a busy mind. Bunmi was grateful to him. She wrestled with the shocking idea that she tell Achike what she had done. She could tell him she was in love with Ayo. He would understand, she reasoned, for did he not still love Sade? He was still her husband, she argued with herself, and no man would accept that his wife had been unfaithful.
Bunmi was worn out from such thoughts and hoped she would fall asleep quickly after dinner, so that she would not spend hours lying in bed thinking that she could have been with Ayo instead. Mr Moneke retired to bed before they had finished eating. Achike helped her clear the table and fixed her with a concerned look before he too went up to bed.
“You would tell me if something was wrong, wouldn’t you?” he asked. His voice was quiet, hesitating as if he were not her husband, did not have the right to ask such a thing. Bunmi was surprised and it must have shown. Achike looked abashed. “I know I'm not a perfect husband. Far from it in fact. I just...if you ever need to talk, or if something is bothering you, then you have me.”
Bunmi swallowed hard, a lump in her throat. Not from his kind words, but from the guilt that coursed through her. She nodded and tried to smile. It must not have been convincing for Achike hesitated at the door, before letting out a sigh and going upstairs.
She wondered if she should share with him what was bothering her and dismissed the thought at once. He was a good man, a kind one, and he did not deserve such an unwelcome truth from his wife.
Bunmi finished sweeping the kitchen floor and propped the back door open to let some air into the house, stepping outside to look up at the moon and the stars, when she heard the rustle of bushes in the darkness outside. She hesitated, wondering if she should go back inside and call for Achike to investigate.
She took a step backwards before Ayo’s head popped up over the top of the hedge and stopped her mid-stride. Bunmi would have believed herself hallucinating, but Ayo fought his way as quietly as he could through the waist-high hedge and stifled a laugh as he approached her, with a cautious glance to the upstairs windows.
“What are you doing here?” Bunmi asked of him in a whisper. She too craned her neck up to check the upstairs windows, but they were all dark. Achike and his father were asleep and yet Bunmi felt only a trickle of fear that was quickly quelled when Ayo clasped her hands in his.
“I had to see you,” Ayo told her. He smiled sheepishly. “I kept thinking about you. Before I knew it, I was out of the house and hiding in your hedges.”
He gave a silent chuckle and Bunmi smiled. Her fear of being caught was far outweighed by her longing to be in his presence, to hear him laugh and see him smile. Yet still she hesitated at the back door. Dare she bring him into her home? This was the house Achike had been raised in. Could she bring another man inside and betray her husband in such a way?
As with her fear, her guilt was easily dismissed.
She closed the kitchen door so that their whispered chatting would not be audible to the men sleeping upstairs. Bunmi felt such a thrill as she sat at the table with Ayo, where just a short while ago she had sat across from her husband, that she had to work hard to keep her voice from getting louder with the exhilaration.
Ayo held her hand in his. Bunmi was grateful for his touch, the feel of his skin on hers, but she craved more. Her body ached for him. Her whole body trembled when Ayo released her hands and gently cupped her face in his hand. She remembered the feel of him, the pleasure that had been borne of pain, the feeling of uncontrollable yearning and desire.
She leant forward and kissed him. There was no uncertainty between them now as there had been in the playground. The chair legs scraped against the floor, loud in the silence of the house. Their lovemaking was silent except for Ayo’s laboured breathing and Bunmi’s soft moans, quickly stifled in the palm of her hand.
Afterwards, they sat cross-legged on the floor and Bunmi spoon-fed him leftovers from the dinner she had prepared earlier. Ayo could not stop smiling as he licked his lips after each mouthful. Bunmi imagined how her married life would be if Ayo had been her groom. It would be like this, she thought wistfully, as she tried to prepare herself emotionally for the moment that Ayo would have to dress and slip out into the night.
That moment came sooner than she would have liked. Ayo kissed her softly at the back door before he wandered out into the dark and in a rustle of the hedge leaves, he was swallowed up by the night.
Bunmi stood outside and strained to hear his footsteps, but she heard nothing. He was gone. She reluctantly went back inside and locked the back door. She straightened the kitchen chairs and switched off the light. Creeping up the stairs, she could not feel any shame at what she had done, though she knew that she ought to.
She opened her bedroom door and poked her head in. Achike slept on his side, his back to her, snoring softly. Bunmi sighed with relief. She closed the door as quietly as she could and went into the bathroom. She did not want to wash away the smell of Ayo, the feel of his skin pressed against hers, his sweat mingling with hers as he had held her close against him, and yet she must if she were to climb into bed beside her husband.
The water spluttered as she stepped into the shower, her mind with Ayo and him alone.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Weeks became months and if Bunmi had hoped for some magical solution to her divided loyalties then she was sadly disappointed. Her heart belonged to Ayo, there was no question in her mind. Though she cared for Achike, she had grown to accept that she could not be his wife. It was at Monica’s wedding celebrations that Bunmi had made the realisation.
The neighbourhood had once again pulsed with excitement as it had for hers. Monica’s happiness was palpable and Bunmi felt ashamed that she had not felt such emotion at her own wedding. She wondered if it had been noticeable to everyone. Canopies of every colour sprung up on the street and Monica’s relatives descended on the neighbourhood in droves. As a close friend and a part of the wedding party itself, Bunmi had offered to house some of them with Achike’s permission.
Ayo had arrived for the week-long stay with three of his cousins. Bunmi set up sleeping areas in the living room and felt a thrill that Ayo was sleeping under the same roof as her. It was a dangerous game they played. He brushed her hand with his at breakfast as he offered to help her clear the table. She stroked his leg beneath the table at dinner. She blushed when he accidentally dropped his towel and exposed his nakedness on the landing after he had finished the shower and when he was sure they were alone upstairs.
Though they could not kiss, Bunmi felt close to him. If Monica had wondered why her brother had given up his bedroom for his aunts and gone to stay at her house, she was too busy to think on it much. On the day of the wedding, Bunmi went to her house and got ready with the bride and the other bridesmaids. Bunmi fussed over Monica as she was expected to.
Monica deserved to have a special day, Bunmi thought. She loved Yemi and it showed. Their happiness was infectious and Bunmi could not help but smile with everyone else. She took her seat beside Ayo as Monica clasped Yemi’s hand before the seated guests.
Bunmi felt Ayo looking at her but she knew Achike was somewhere in the ocean of faces and they were sat in the front row. She did not want her husband nor her father-in-law to see such a display. It was only after Monica and Yemi were pronounced man and wife and everyone started feasting and drinking, that Ayo clasped her hand and dragged her from the sea of tents and down the road to her house.
She called out when they closed the front door behind them in case Mr Moneke had come home early. There was no answer. Bunmi and Ayo had made love on the pile of sheets on the floor that Ayo had been sleeping on during his stay.
Bunmi knew that they should dress quickly lest one of Ayo’s cousins or Achike came in search of them and yet she could not drag herself away from Ayo’s arms. She lifted the glasses from his eyes and kissed his closed eyelids. He murmured contentedly.
She was about to tell him they should get dressed when the unmistakeable sound of the front door opening made her freeze. Terror encompassed her. Ayo looked wide-eyed and just as terrified as she. In that moment he looked like the fourteen-year-old boy he was. Bunmi had made no effort to move, except to pull the sheet up to her neck to cover her nakedness, when the living room door opened.
Monica was the first to enter the room. She too froze, her hand still on the doorknob, as she took in what she was seeing. A step behind her was her mother, Mrs Obasanjo. She was a tall, statuesque woman who had to duck so that her elaborate purple gele would fit through the doorframe. Her jaw dropped open upon seeing her son naked on the floor with a married girl. Bunmi blushed furiously, at a loss for what to say.
Nobody spoke, for what could anyone say at such an inopportune moment?
It was unbearable. Bunmi could not look away from them. The horror on Mrs Obasanjo’s face, the shock on Monica’s. She felt Ayo shift beside her, but she did not turn to look at him.
“We just came to see where you went,” Monica stammered. Her hand still gripped the doorknob as if it were the only thing keeping her upright. She studiously avoided meeting Bunmi’s eyes as she spoke. “I can see that Ayo found you first, so we should –”
She looked as if she wanted to turn and walk out, but she did not move. Mrs Obasanjo still filled the doorway. It was to her that Ayo finally spoke, making Bunmi jump.
“Mum, I love her,” he said. He spoke quietly and yet defiantly. “I know that you must not approve, but we love each other.”
Hearing her son speak seemed to wake Mrs Obasanjo from the trance she had fallen into.
“You love her?” she repeated. She shook her head. Though she spoke well, her words pulsed with righteous anger. She glanced at Bunmi with disgust, before her eyes fell upon her son again. “You have no business loving her. She is married. You must forget about this love you think you have for her.”
“Please, mum, I know it’s hard to accept,” Ayo protested.
“I will not accept it, and neither will anyone else,” Mrs Obasanjo declared. She strode into the room and snatched up Ayo’s belongings. She threw his clothes at him. “Get dressed at once. I won’t have you spend another minute under the roof of this...harlot.”
“She’s not –" Ayo argued.
Bunmi was in shock. Ayo started to dress, and Bunmi clutched the sheet tighter to herself.
“I love him,” Bunmi said, forcing the words out. “I promise you. I do.”
Mrs Obasanjo turned on her. She drew herself up to her full height and eyed her as one might a cockroach.
“You have no right loving my son,” she warned her. “You are married, Bunmi. You are a foolish girl. You need to love your husband, and him alone. You hear me, child?”
Bunmi felt tears spring at the corners of her eyes. She stammered, unable to give voice to the emotions swelling up within her. She felt admonished. Ashamed.
When Ayo was dressed, he turned to Bunmi. He reached for her hand, but Mrs Obasanjo hollered, and he mouthed the words I’m sorry and was gone from the room. Mrs Obasanjo clipped him hard on the back of his head with her open palm as he went.
Monica did not speak before she too left the room. Bunmi sobbed quietly as Mrs Obasanjo looked at her. Her hard face seemed to soften but her words still cut like glass.
“You need to stay away from my son,” she told her. “He has a bright future ahead of him. Academics, university. He will go far in life, and I won’t have to him dragged down by a thing such as this.”
Bunmi chewed her lip. She did not speak. She was not expected to.
“Do you know what this could do to his future if anyone knew of this?” Mrs Obasanjo went on. She sighed heavily. “And what will it do to you, Bunmi? Your reputation. Your mother. Imagine what people would say of you if they knew of such behaviour.”
She made a tsk, tsk with her mouth and cast a last, disapproving glance down at her, before she left the room after her children. The door closed behind her and Bunmi wept, her clothes still discarded on the floor at her feet, a harsh reminder of the heat of passion just a short while ago that had now become...she shuddered. What had it become? Was it over?
Bunmi had no intention of returning to the wedding celebrations. She was not sure if she was even welcome any longer. She thought of Ayo. Would he be crying over her too? Was Mrs Obasanjo persuading him never to see her again?
Her grief mingled with her uncertainty of what was to come and made her cry harder.
Bunmi did not have to wait long for clarity over her future with Ayo. In the days after Monica’s wedding, when the canopies had been taken down and the hordes of relatives and guests had departed, returning the neighbourhood to its sleepy self, Bunmi received a knock on the front door.
She ran to answer it at once. She had been half-expecting Mrs Obasanjo to tell somebody about what she had discovered. She dreaded Mother turning up and confronting her, wailing in despair at the shame she had brought upon the family, or for Achike to return home from work and confront her over her betrayal.
To her surprise, Ayo stood at the door. He clasped his hands together and shifted nervously from foot to foot. She had not seen him since he had fled the living room in shame and her heart ached for him despite their shared embarrassment. Bunmi glanced over his shoulder as if expecting to see Mrs Obasanjo stood on the street watching them but was relieved that he appeared to have come alone.
“I’m sorry for whatever my mum might have said to you,” Ayo said, heat rising to his cheeks. “I hope she didn’t upset you too much. Monica said she was pretty mad.”
Bunmi swallowed down the thick emotion that rose up at the memory.
“It’s fine,” she said, though they both knew it was not. “She’s your mother. She wants the best for you. I understand that. It’s what I want for you too.”
Ayo looked uncomfortable. He was fidgeting more than Bunmi had seen before. She sensed his discomfort. She knew that something had happened.
“Do you want to come in?” Bunmi offered.
She knew what his answer would be before he shook his head. Ayo looked miserable as he turned down her invitation.
“My mum is waiting at home,” he told her. “She’ll probably march down the road and drag me out if I take too long.” He tried to laugh, but it came out sounding strangled. Bunmi could not even pretend to smile. She took a deep breath, readying herself for whatever he might be here to tell her. “Bunmi, you know that I love you. You have my heart and you always will do. You know that I’m telling you the truth, right?”
Bunmi nodded. She did not doubt his love for her. She never had done.
“It’s just that,” Ayo stammered. Sweat popped up on his brow. “I don’t want to, but –”
“I understand,” Bunmi said, saving him from his distress. She had expected this to happen after they were caught together. If she was honest, had she expected it from the start? Had she always known that she would be broken hearted in one way or another?
Ayo looked down at his feet, blinking hard.
“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice breaking a little. “Mum said that she would tell your husband and your father-in-law if we see each other again.”
Bunmi saw the fear in his eyes at the thought.
“She’s sending me to stay with my aunt to finish my studies,” Ayo continued. Bunmi was surprised. She had hoped that she would still get the odd glimpse of him in their day-to-day lives. Now it seemed she would not even be granted that small mercy. “It has a good school there. It’s expensive but if I pass my exams there, then university –” He trailed off.
Bunmi did not envy him his future, yet she felt a pang of sadness that he had to choose between his education and her.
“Whereabouts does she live, your aunt?” Bunmi asked. Then she thought better of it. She could not bear to think of him hundreds of miles away, and yet neither could she imagine him just a town or two over, so close and yet as out of reach as if he had gone to Italy to live with Sade. She raised a hand to stop him as he opened his mouth to answer.
“You’ll probably be back sometimes, though,” Bunmi said softly. It was more to console herself, but Ayo nodded quickly, perhaps taking comfort from the thought too.
He glanced back off down the street as if he feared Mrs Obasanjo was already coming after him. Bunmi was trembling, but she could not let him see her hurt. He had a right to his future, just as his mother had the right to want the best for him. She wished her own mother had held such ambition for her. She had to be strong and let him go.
Ayo looked on the verge of tears.
“I should go home now, before mum –”
“Yeah,” Bunmi nodded.
“Take care Bunmi,” Ayo said. He glanced back over his shoulder again and then opened his arms and hugged her close to him. Bunmi drank in the smell of him, tried to memorise the feel of his arms around her and his chest pressed against her. He seemed to be doing the same, for it was a minute before he pulled away. His eyes were damp, just as her own. “I love you, Bunmi. Perhaps when I’ve finished school, when I’m an adult and I can –” He stopped himself. Thinking of the future would only make them both feel worse, Bunmi thought.
“I love you too,” she whispered to him. She gave him a warm smile. “Just make sure you pass those exams. You’ll do great, get a good job and you’ll be fine. The perfect man.”
Ayo gave a strangled laugh, or perhaps it was a bemused sob. He looked reluctant as he backed down the path to the street, but still he went. With a solemn wave, he retreated down the road, his shoulders slumped in defeat.
Bunmi watched him until he had disappeared from her sight and from her life. She closed the front door and stood against it, breathing hard. The emotions she had kept held tightly within her sprung out with a force she could not have imagined. She slid down the door and crumpled to the floor, sobbing loudly, gut-wrenching cries that seemed to come from the core of her being. Her very soul was aching, it seemed to her.
She wept on the floor for as long as she dared. She thought of Ayo, gone from her. He would meet someone else when the time was right, and he would be very happy with her. Bunmi did not wish to picture such things but the images of him with a pretty girlfriend came unwelcome into her consciousness.
When no more tears would come, Bunmi picked herself up off the floor, dusted herself down and went back to her housework, a dark cloud hanging over her, now she felt the weight of her loneliness creeping through her once more.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Nobody seemed to notice the depression that sunk over Bunmi in the following weeks. She lost her appetite and went early to bed most nights, citing exhaustion, only to lie in the dark room, the bed empty beside her, and think of Ayo. It was not healthy, but she could not stop herself. After a while she no longer needed to think of excuses, for she really did feel worn out after cooking the dinner.
Achike asked after her several times but she could not share her true feelings with him and so she lied to him, just as she lied to Mr Moneke and Mother. Mother seemed to sense a change in her, but perhaps did not wish to acknowledge it, so they did not speak of it.
Bunmi went out of her way to look over at the Obasanjo house when she and Mother walked to the market. She did not care if Mother caught her staring. She did not catch a glimpse of Ayo until the day she saw the whole family gathered outside on the road. An unfamiliar car was parked on the street. Ayo was hugging everyone goodbye. This was it, Bunmi thought, he was leaving.
She caught his eye from across the road and they exchanged a meaningful look, though neither dared to wave. Bunmi felt sad that their great love had boiled down to this. One last longing look between them and nothing more for a lifetime.
“I heard your friend is going off to a private school,” Mother said knowledgeably. She sounded grudgingly impressed, for Mother did not much like when good things happened to other people rather than to her. She sniffed her nose up, as if scoffing at the thought. “It’s very expensive, I’ve heard. Goodness knows how they can afford it. If they had such money to throw around, you would think they would paint their house. It’s been peeling like that for decades.”
Bunmi did not say anything, but Mother did not expect her to.
With Ayo gone, Bunmi had hoped that she would be able to think on other things and begin to move on, or at least to accept the life she had been given rather than the one she desired. She had allowed herself to dream of a life with him, and she had been foolish to do so. Now she needed to disavow herself of such thoughts. She had a life with Achike and that was all she would get, she told herself, as if this alone could drum reality back into her mind.
Try as she might, Bunmi could not forget him and now she felt sick at being apart from him. Her body was giving up without him in her life. She could not keep down food. Her body ached. She felt more feverish and nauseous with each passing day.
When she was bedridden, Bunmi had no choice but to allow Achike to summon a doctor. She knew the cause already. She was lovesick. She wondered if the doctor would deduce this at once and leave her in an awkward predicament if he told Achike, for certainly he would know that it was not he, her husband, who was responsible.
Mother came to the house and examined Bunmi in the morning before the doctor arrived. She murmured to Achike and Mr Moneke, out of earshot of Bunmi. She wondered if Mother too knew the signs for a broken heart.
The doctor came and examined her. He was thorough, more so than Bunmi had expected, leaving no part of her body untouched by his gloved finger. She propped herself up on her pillows when the doctor called Achike and Mother back into the bedroom.
“I have done my examination and there is no doubt,” the doctor said, as he peeled off the plastic gloves and balled them up with one hand. “You were right, Mrs Babatunde.”
Yes, Bunmi thought, of course Mother would have known.
“It’s not possible,” Achike said. He looked at Bunmi uneasily, then back at the doctor. “There must be a mistake, doctor. Can you do more tests?”
Oh, poor Achike, Bunmi sighed. He could not understand who had made her so lovesick.
“I can do more tests, and I’ll do a urine test,” the doctor said, holding up his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “But I am certain of it, Mr Moneke. Your wife is pregnant.”
Bunmi almost choked.
She was what?
No, she thought, it could not be...and yet the doctor was so certain. Bunmi looked at Mother’s delighted expression, to Achike’s face, aghast as realisation dawned upon her husband. He knew now, she thought, as he looked upon her in a different way.
The sickness, the exhaustion, it was starting to make sense to her now.
Bunmi was lovesick and heartbroken, she was under no illusion about that, but her sickness was pregnancy. She put a trembling hand to her stomach. She could hardly imagine that she carried Ayo’s child inside of her and yet at once she knew it to be true.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Bunmi could imagine the baby growing inside of her.
Her baby, and hers alone, for she felt certain that Achike would abandon her. He would throw her out of his house and want nothing to do with her or her child, for there was no possibility, even if miracles were possible, that he could be the father. Mother would turn her back on her and Bunmi would have nobody except the child she now carried.
The doctor had given her a pregnancy test and confirmed it to them. Bunmi could hardly watch the look on her husband’s face. Mother was ecstatic, oblivious to the tension that had filled the room between them. Bunmi could not even look at her as she clapped her hands together with joy.
When Mother had gone downstairs to show the doctor out of the house, Bunmi turned to Achike. She did not know what to say to him, nor how she could explain herself. He shared her discomfort and lack of words for the situation. He could not even look at her, his brow furrowed with confusion.
“I’m sorry,” Bunmi told him. She twisted the sheets with nerves, not looking at him. She was too ashamed. She took a deep breath. “I never meant for this to happen. I –”
She fell silent as the floorboards on the landing creaked and Mother swept in once more. Bunmi watched in horror as she hugged Achike close to her.
“Congratulations,” she cooed over him. She released him and brushed her lips against Bunmi’s forehead in an imitation of a kiss. She straightened up and tried to compose herself, though she was giddy with excitement. It was hard to watch. “I’m going to be a grandmother,” she smiled, as if she could hardly believe it. “My first grandchild. Oh, who could have possibly believed it would be thanks to you, my dear Bunmi.”
Bunmi tried not to feel slighted. She waited for Achike to drop the bombshell on Mother. She prepared herself for the words, but they did not come. They endured Mother’s fussing for a long half an hour before Achike finally sent her home. Mother was too excited at the prospect of telling everyone the news to realise she was being dismissed.
She listened as Mother called goodbye and the front door closed firmly behind her. She imagined Achike downstairs, unable to put off being alone with her now. Bunmi scrambled for excuses or explanations as she lay in bed, listening to the creak of each step as Achike ascended the stairs.
He hesitated at the bedroom door, but they both knew that there was no escape to be had. She watched the door swing open and he shuffled into the room. He closed the door behind him and seemed at a loss for what to do. He sat down, perching on the end of the bed, as far as he could get from her.
“You’re pregnant,” Achike said.
His voice was not accusing. It was flat, his tone hollow. Bunmi nodded. Her nightdress was sticking to her skin as she sweated nervously.
“I’m no expert, but I suppose it’s not my child,” Achike said, in the same empty voice.
Bunmi nodded again. She saw hurt flash across Achike’s face, and she felt terrible. She understood the enormity of what she had done.
“I’m sorry,” she said. She spoke gently, as if the tone of her voice could soften the blow of what she would say next. She could hope. “I really am, Achike. I never set out to betray you or cheat on you. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t help myself. I fell in love.”
“Who is he?” Achike asked. “How long has this been going on for?”
Bunmi took a deep breath, and she told him everything.
Achike listened. He did not cry, did not show much emotion at all. Bunmi wondered if he thought of Sade even now. After all, he must understand how it was to love another. She tried not to display emotion of her own, but she felt herself on the verge of tears as she recounted how it had all come to an end.
“You aren’t seeing him again?” Achike asked her.
Bunmi shook her head. Achike grimaced. Bunmi wondered if the regret on her face was so obvious. He must know that she longed to see him again.
“What about now?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Bunmi sighed.
It was true. She had not even thought about what she should do about Ayo. Now she could imagine the horror on Mrs Obasanjo’s face. She would never allow him to ruin his future, Bunmi was certain of it. Ayo would want to be a father, she thought. He would give up everything to support her and the baby.
“No, I won’t see him again,” she said quickly, decisively. She could not let Ayo sacrifice his life for their child. She would not tell him. “I won’t tell him anything. If his mother finds out then she won’t tell him either, I’m sure of it.”
Achike was deep in thought. Bunmi’s fingernails plucked a thread on the hem of her nightdress and worried away at it as she waited for him to speak. She did not want to rush him. He cleared his throat and she looked over at him, feeling breathless.
“I know what it’s like to be in love,” Achike told her. He looked at her, as if he really saw her for the first time since they had been married. “I love Sade. I always have done. I can’t help it, and so I can understand why you did what you did,” he said. Bunmi felt a flutter of hope inside of her. Achike kept looking at her. “I won’t tell anyone. I know you’re a good person and I won’t let everyone cast you out and throw you down. I won’t do that to you or your child.”
Bunmi nodded, the fear starting to disperse, though her hands still shook.
“Thank you,” she stammered. She felt weak with relief. Tears came then. She wiped them away hastily. She had no right to cry. “I’m sorry for putting you in this position.”
“Don’t apologize,” Achike sighed. “It won’t change anything. I’m just not willing to see you get put out on the street, not on my account.”
Bunmi tried to dry her tears. She understood. He was offering her a lifeline. He would spare her from her shame. He would not let her, or her child, be put through that.
“I can never repay you for this kindness,” Bunmi said, shaking her head.
“You don’t need to,” Achike said. His voice was lighter now, as if he felt better having had such a conversation. “We both understand, and have done since we were engaged, that this is not a usual marriage.”
Bunmi murmured her agreement. It was far from a conventional marriage.
“We don’t love each other,” Achike said boldly. Bunmi did not flinch, for it was the truth. “We both love other people, but we are stuck in this marriage, whether we want to be or not. Now that you’re pregnant, people will stop questioning us. We can live together, raise the child together, with an understanding that we will never be more than friends, even if we are married. Our hearts belong to others, but we can’t live the rest of our lives in sadness.”
Bunmi understood. She nodded, smiling. For the first time in their marriage, she felt as if she and Achike were close. He too smiled, and she wondered how long he had been longing to say those things for. She was quite happy to keep their marriage platonic, felt relieved that he had been the one to raise such a matter.
“Oh, and where are my manners?” Achike said, with a wry smile. He looked playful now that such a burden had been lifted from his shoulders. “Congratulations, Bunmi.”




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Sade did not want this child of hers and that, she was certain, was why this pregnancy seemed to progress so quickly. She was dreading the birth, fearful both that another child of hers would die and that he might not die, of what would happen should he survive.
She fanned herself in the heat as she sat on the front step of the house, watching as the girls trudged up and down the path, on their back from the highway or on their way there. She almost felt jealous that they could leave the house, though she was grateful for the rest, relieved that she did not have men groaning and grunting on top of her every day.
The girls had been cautious over the past few months, ever since Princess had disappeared. She had gone to the highway one morning and never returned. Benis and Bimpe said she had run off, but the girls did not believe her. Too many girls had run off for it to ring true anymore. She had heard the whispers that someone was preying on the girls. Dalia, Faith, Princess, and there were others, girls who had disappeared, whether escaping or meeting a darker end, nobody knew. Kelechi seemed to have forgotten Princess had ever existed, much as he now treated Sade, though she was very much still here and very much carrying his child.
Lina waved as she came up the path, her clothes stuck to her with sweat, her smile belying the exhaustion she must be feeling.
“If you complain about this heat, then I don’t care how pregnant you are, I’ll slap you,” Lina said as she dropped to the step beside her.
Sade smiled, relieved that at least someone could maintain their humour.
Her own had vanished long ago. Her back ached, her feet were swollen, her breasts were tender, and her stomach was swollen with the baby, so it protruded up between her knees like a giant cushion as she sat on the step.
“I saw Soja again today,” Lina told her, lowering her voice. “Second time this week.”
Sade managed to smile, though she worried that it did not look real, her lips tight. It did not feel natural, and she quickly stopped, though Lina was too preoccupied with recounting her time with Soja to notice.
“He’s just such a gentleman,” Lina was saying. “I know, I know, he’s paying me, but it’s not like he couldn’t have the pick of the girls, and yet he chose me.”
Sade did not want to point out that he had chosen her first. She did not know if Lina knew, could not imagine that Soja would have shared such a thing with her. Perhaps he assumed that Sade had spoken about him and that Lina already knew, but Sade doubted this. Whatever it had been between her and Soja, it had been a secret, and she knew that they had both kept it between them.
She had not seen Soja recently. Since Kelechi had learnt of their closeness, and in the aftermath of the birth, Sade had not seen him privately. She had seen him, of course, on the occasions when he had come to the house. He was there, in the background, as Kelechi dished out his punishments to the other girls, or when he came to collect the money from Benis. Sade sometimes wondered if Soja had been there, perhaps hiding downstairs with his hands over his ears, pacing the rooms anxiously, when Kelechi had been dishing out his punishment on her. If he had, then he had done nothing to stop it.
On the occasions their paths crossed, Sade nodded her head at him but did not quite meet his eyes. He did not try and get her alone, did not stop and talk to her, he did not smile or try to end this silence between them. Perhaps he had lost interest in her, Sade thought.
Now that she was pregnant with Kelechi’s child, she could not imagine he did not know such a thing. In fact, she was most certain that Kelechi would have taken great satisfaction in telling his right-hand man the news. He would have seen it as the ultimate fuck-you to him for going behind his back and conspiring with Sade to hide her pregnancy, and as the nail-in-the-coffin moment that would kill any lingering feelings that Soja might have still harboured for her.
Sade was sure that Kelechi had been right. Soja did not even look at her when he was at the house now. Sade found this easier. She knew where she stood. She had not been in love with him, had perhaps had a crush on him at most, and even that was hard to imagine being a real crush, given that she was as much his captive as she was Kelechi’s.
Though there was nothing between them, Sade still found it hard to listen to Lina recount her lunchtimes with him. The way she spoke of him, you would be forgiven to think that this was a courtship or a blossoming of romance, rather than the transaction of money-for-sex between a woman with no choice and a man who could have helped her but did not.
Sade wondered how she could have been so foolish, sat here listening to Lina, knowing that she had experienced these same stirrings of hope just as Lina had.
It would do no good to dampen Lina’s spirits, though, and so Sade smiled and nodded as she was expected to. If Lina had any doubts about Sade’s sincerity, she did not show it.
A car pulled up on the street and both of their heads turned to watch as the driver’s door opened. They knew the car. It was here almost every day. Kelechi climbed out, pushing his sunglasses up his nose, a baseball cap covering his shaved head. He wore a vest and baggy jeans, and his car keys dangled from his finger as the car locked with a beep and a flash of lights.
Lina scurried out of his way and Kelechi did not even acknowledge them as he went into the house. Sade felt her indignation with him rise. It was his fault that she was pregnant, and yet she was the one to suffer whilst he cruised around without a care in the world. She thought of Dalia, Faith and Princess. His favourites. Discarded and forgotten as if they had been nothing. Kelechi disgusted her. Sade would not suffer their fates.
“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Sade called after him, before she could help herself.
Lina shot her a horrified look and buried her head in her neck as if she hoped to hide herself like a tortoise.
Sade heard Kelechi’s footsteps stop halfway down the hallway. She wondered if he would let it go. No, she thought, he was not one to walk away. His trainers scuffed the doorway behind her. She did not stand or turn.
“You got something to say to me?” Kelechi asked. He sounded pissed off. She could tell from his shadow on the ground that he was stood over her.
Lina slipped inside the house. She was a friend, but she would not take a beating for her and Sade understood that. Her footsteps scurried down the hallway and up the stairs.
“I’ve told you already,” Kelechi said, his voice still loud, still angry, but a little more controlled now. “If you think, just because you got my baby inside you, that I’ll give you some kind of special treatment or that I won’t beat your bitch-ass, you better goddamn think again.”
“Go on,” she said, still not looking round at him. “Beat my bitch-ass,” she challenged him. She was not sure what was making her say it, why her temper was so up. Perhaps it was the hormones, or the heat, or his attitude. “Is that what you did to Dalia and Princess? You beat their bitch-asses to death like you did to Ife?”
She did not need to look at him. She imagined his eyes popping out at her backtalk, his mouth dropping open in shock that she would have the nerve, the front, to say such a thing.
His surprise quickly turned to anger.
She felt his hands in her hair and then she was being yanked hard off the step. She winced and let out a cry even though she had been expecting it.
“You run that dirty mouth at me,” Kelechi was seething as he launched her through the doorway, throwing her down the hallway as if she were a ragdoll.
Sade bounced off the wall and grabbed the banister of the stairs to steady herself. Kelechi had not paused, drawing back a fist and dropping her to the floor with two blows in quick succession. On the floor, Sade tried her best to cover her head with her hands, tried to tuck her legs up to hide her stomach, for all the good it did her. Kelechi’s fists pummelled any part of skin he could. When his arms tired, he used his legs.
“You thought I wouldn’t do this because you’re having a baby?” Kelechi shouted, breathing hard from his exertion, launching a kick at her in between each word. He paused to catch his breath. “You think you have the right to speak to me like that?”
Sade did not answer. He did not expect her to.
The shouting had drawn Benis and Bimpe from their apartment. Their heads poked through the doorway to the courtyard, though they were too wide to fit the doorway together.
“That’s enough now,” Benis told him, eyeing the scene wearily. “Last thing we need is a dead pregnant girl.”
Kelechi was too furious to be calmed though. His head snapped up to the sisters.
“Are you telling me what to do?” he demanded.
“No,” Benis said quickly.
“Then remember your place,” Kelechi told her.
That was it. The sisters ducked out of the doorway. They had checked out the commotion and now they were wiping their hands of it.
“You want to beg me to stop?” Kelechi asked.
Sade held his gaze and did not bow her head. She felt blood trickling from her nose. Her body ached all over, but it always seemed to, so it was nothing new.
She did not speak.
He hit her again, and Sade cried out in pain. It was not from the punch but from between her legs. Kelechi hesitated, seeing something that she could not.
He took a step back.
Her hands went to her privates. She felt the warm liquid on her inner thighs. She lifted her hands. It was not blood. She cried out again as another wave of pain shook her.
Kelechi looked disgusted, backing away. He snatched up his cap from the floor where it had fallen during the assault. He stepped over her and went out into the courtyard.
Sade knew that the baby was coming. She was not ready. She did not want it. That would do nothing to slow the contractions nor stop this new life from coming forth into the world.
Kelechi returned, a rolled-up wad of notes in his hand. He did not even look at Sade as he stepped over her again and went out the front door. He had come to collect his money, and that was what he had done. He was not interested in what happened to Sade or the baby.
A few moments after he had gone, when the engine had turned over and the coast was clear, Lina hurried down the stairs and dropped to her side. A few other girls hovered on the stairs, peering over the banister at her.
Benis appeared, looking flustered, as if this was the last thing she wanted to be doing right now, as if Sade had deliberately gone into labour just to spite her.
“Get some towels,” Benis called to her sister. She looked at Sade. If she saw the fear, the uncertainty, in her face, she did not try to comfort her. Instead, she took a deep breath and readied herself. “You know the drill, we’ve been here before,” she said. “Take some deep breaths, and when I tell you to, you push.”
Sade breathed, pushed, breathed, and pushed, until she thought she would die.
Sweat clung to her, bathing her in it, and Lina mopped her forehead. Sade could not help but remember the last time she had found herself in this position and she found that she did not want any harm to come to her baby, knew as she strained and struggled to push the baby out of her that it was hers, that she did love it despite who the father was.
Fear gripped at her insides. She pushed until she felt that her head might explode, and her insides might drop out along with the child. Lina reassured her, shouting encouragements to be heard over Sade’s screams and curses, her panting and her guttural groans.
Sade felt weak, more exhausted than she had ever felt, but she would not lose another child. She would not crumble, would not let the fear take her over.
With one final push, she forced the baby from her. She gasped for breath, crying after the agonising ordeal, but she could not relax. She looked at Benis, who held the baby for a long moment.
Sade held her breath and almost collapsed with relief as the baby gave a startled cry. Lina let out a whimper behind her, her hands gripping Sade’s shoulders, and even Benis and Bimpe exchanged a relieved smile as the baby gave out a high-pitched wail and began to bawl its eyes right there in the hallway.
“Get something for me to cut the cord,” Benis told her sister. Bimpe clambered over them all. She returned a moment later with large scissors. Sade was too relieved to even notice as the cord tethering her son to her was cut. She held out her arms and cradled him to her.
This was what it felt like to hold her child, she thought.
She smiled down at his face. He continued to scream, but Sade did not care, grateful that God had not taken another child from her. She wept, tears splashing on her son’s face, and her shoulders shook with the effort.
Though her body was aching and torn, in that moment all she could focus on was her son.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Motherhood was hard, but even harder was looking after the baby boy in the squalid conditions of the house that Sade called a home. She had been provided with a small cot that had been placed in her room, and a bottle and a few baby-grows had been unearthed from somewhere. All these items, of course, had been added to her debt by a smiling Kelechi.
He had stopped by her room a few days after the birth. Sade had, for a second, wondered if he might have come to check on his son, see if he was healthy and happy. Kelechi had glanced down at them, as Sade breastfed him, sat on her mattress with her back against the wall, the only position that she could find any comfort in.
She had been sorely mistaken. He had no interest in them, only himself.
“You’re back to work tomorrow,” he had told her.
Sade did not argue. Though her body was still aching, whether from the beating or childbirth she did could not be sure, she knew that she did not have a choice. Kelechi knew what she was thinking, for he took a step into the room.
“You want me to check that everything’s in working order down there?” he threatened, one hand on his belt.
Sade had looked down, flinching, and Kelechi had smirked and left them there.
At night, she worried that her son’s cries would disturb the other girls. Benis had warned her that she could keep the child only so long as he did not cause any problems. Sade shushed him, anxious, but he seemed to sense the importance of staying quiet and his wails often fell silent as quickly as they had started.
When the time came for her to leave the house for work, she reluctantly left him with Bimpe, satisfied only by the small consolation that the woman would never do anything to harm the kin of Kelechi, so strong was her devotion to the man.
She itched to return to her son as she strutted the highway, anxious should he cry for her or should Benis change her mind about letting him stay at the house.
Days became weeks and though Sade began to adjust to her new responsibilities, she felt a new restlessness within her. She could not allow this to be her son’s life. She did not want him to have any memory of this place or of his mother being subjected to these things. Though Kelechi had not paid her a visit since he had instructed her to go back to work, she often dreaded the time he would resume them and she would be powerless to stop him, and she could not imagine a worse scenario for her son to grow up within.
She told everybody that she had not thought of a name for her son, yet in her mind, and in the nights when she was alone with him and whispered soothing words to comfort him when he woke restless and hot, she did know his name.
Her son was called Mobo. It meant freedom. That was what she intended for her son. He would have his namesake.
He would know freedom, and she would do anything to make sure that he did. She thought about what she would have to do, knew that she needed help.
She knew who could help her.
She had to speak to Soja.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Sade had given its weeks of thought. She had weighed up the pros and cons. She had dreamt of what she might say or what she might do. Some nights she got no sleep at all, sweating not just from the heat but from fear at the thought of what she was contemplating.
She knew that people did not walk away unless Kelechi let them.
She was not just anybody. He had taken a special interest in her, had made it a priority to degrade and humiliate her, beat her into submission, and though he was taking a hiatus from this, she had no doubt that soon his fists and his temper would flare up again and she would once again be his prime target.
Her son was also his son, and though he had no interest in the child, she knew that he would not let her take him away. It would be an affront and one that she could not imagine he would let pass. He would hunt her down, and he would make the suffering she had already endured pale in comparison to the punishment he would inflict on her should he ever find her.
She thought of her son, of Achike and Bunmi, her parents, Adeleke. Kelechi might be in Italy and they in Nigeria, but his reach could extend far beyond these shores. She thought of Mama Jumoke and Ikenna. They both knew where she was from, both knew who she cared about the most. They would know how to hurt her and where to find her.
Yet she could not stay here, could not let her son suffer because she was afraid. She thought of her daughter, whose minutes of life had been spent here in hell.
No, Sade decided, she would have to act.
She did not have to wait long for her chance to see Soja.
He came to the house the following day to collect the money from Benis. Sade hurried down the stairs when she saw his car approach. She daren’t approach him when he walked in, Benis stood in the doorway to the courtyard, flicking ash from her cigarette behind her.
She disappeared along with Soja and he returned a few minutes later. Sade waited, and Soja glanced at her as he walked the hallway. From his face, he very much wanted to talk to her, but something seemed to be stopping him.
“It’s been a long time,” she said, from the bottom step.
Soja glanced over his shoulder to check they were alone.
“Yeah, I’m sorry for that,” he said. He really did sound sorry. He looked uncomfortable here. His nerves rubbed off on her, and she found herself looking up the stairs, weary that perhaps they should be more careful. He took a step closer to her. “Listen, maybe I can see you tomorrow.”
His voice was almost a whisper.
“I’ll pick you up on the highway,” he told her. Sade nodded, hopeful. Soja’s face relaxed, and she was reminded of how handsome he was. He smiled, and she wondered how this same man could have avoided her for so long. He was acting as if he still liked her, perhaps still even liked her in that way. His hand brushed against hers, and she knew that he did still like her in that way. “See you tomorrow, lunch time,” he whispered, and then he was out the front door.
Sade watched him tread down the pathway and then jump into his car.
She wondered if perhaps it would be easier than she had thought to ask for his help.
There was nothing she could do until tomorrow, and with that in mind, Sade went back upstairs to Mobo.
She was doing it all for him, she reminded herself, as she endured another restless night of broken sleep and splintered, chaotic dreams that saw alternately being chased or chasing after someone, that must surely have shown her mind was a complete mess if one were to analyse them.
Though she had no interest in Soja other than to ask him for help, she could not quite meet Lina’s eye as they left the house together the next morning. She was not sure why she felt as if she were doing something wrong. She wondered if Lina would think something wrong in what she was planning.
The morning dragged on and Sade was relieved when Soja’s car pulled up a little while after noon. She looked up and down the road, but she saw no sign of Lina. She angled herself into the passenger seat and allowed herself just a moment to relax and savour the air conditioning after the heat of the midday sun.
Soja drove in silence as he steered the car to the familiar track behind the old farmhouse. Sade wondered if this was where he brought Lina for their dates and quickly pushed such thoughts from her mind. It was none of her business.
He shut off the engine and unfastened his seatbelt. He leant back in his chair, taking his hand off the steering wheel. He was looking at her when she glanced at him. He smiled and she blushed under his gaze.
“I wasn’t sure if you would want to see me,” Sade admitted to him.
Now she was here with him again, she wondered why she had been afraid, how she could have thought ill of him.
“I wanted to,” Soja said, shaking his head. A troubled look crossed his face. “Believe me, I more than wanted to, but I just –” He stopped, weighing up how much he could tell her. Sade waited, anxious, her hands fidgeting in her lap. “I just didn’t think it would be a good idea. Kelechi was watching me, and he was watching you. I didn’t want to make things difficult for you.”
Sade nodded, though she had the feeling he was holding something back, keeping some secret from her. She did not press him though. She did not want to get his back up before she had even asked him for his help.
“I’m glad you wanted to see me,” Soja told her. A smile wiped the dark, thoughtful frown from his face. “I wondered if you would ever forgive me. I didn’t want you to think I had abandoned you.”
Sade wondered if he knew that was exactly what she had believed.
“It’s fine,” she shrugged it off.
They fell silent. It was not an uncomfortable silence, and yet Sade sensed that he was keeping his guard up with her. She was not sure why. Perhaps it was because of Kelechi, or even Lina, her friend crossing her mind. She pushed the thoughts away.
He did not mention Kelechi’s violence towards her, though she knew that he must know of it. They did not bring up her son, nor her daughter or the fact that the last time they had spent time together she had been pregnant.
After a long while, Sade finally took a deep breath and plucked up the courage.
“Soja, I need your help,” she said. He turned to look at her, his eyes widening and lips pursing almost imperceptibly. She swallowed hard, but it was too hard to stop now. She looked in his eyes. She kept the emotion out of her voice. “I need you to help me escape.”
Soja did not speak for a long while.
He looked at Sade and she wondered what was going through his mind. Did he regret meeting her? Was he even now planning to report her request to Kelechi?
Sade turned from him, looking out of the windscreen at the lane she had once run down in a brief, ill-thought out attempt at seeking freedom. Soja did the same and she wondered if he was remembering the same as her.
“I’m sorry,” she said. She hesitated, sweat pooling under her vest. “I shouldn’t have -”
She was not sure what to say. The atmosphere in the car was thick with unspoken words. Sade did not know what would happen now. Would he keep quiet and drive her back? Would he act as if she had not asked? Would he drive her straight to Kelechi and report her?
“Don’t be sorry,” Soja said.
His words surprised her. She glanced at him, but his eyes remained staring ahead out of the windscreen.
“I should be the one apologising,” Soja went on. His voice was thick with remorse. He ran his tongue along his lower lip, but he did not turn to look at her. “If you knew -”
He stopped and turned to her.
“I’ll help you,” he said.
It took a few moments for Sade to register what he had said.
“You’ll help me?” she said, uncertainly, as if she might have misheard him.
Soja nodded.
“I’ll help you get home,” he told her. “I’ll do whatever it takes, but we have to be careful. Kelechi already has it in for you, I don’t know why. But if he finds out, if he even suspects -”
Sade nodded eagerly. She was all too aware of the risk involved in her plan. What she didn’t understand was –
“Why?” she asked him, before she could help herself. “Why do you want to help me?”
Soja looked at her, his eyes clouding over. There was something that he was not telling her, and she felt uncertain now.
“Soja, you can tell me,” she said.
Soja let a long breath escape his lips.
“I owe you,” he said, choosing his words carefully.
Sade wanted to ask what he meant by, but she did not want to risk losing his help if she pushed him too far. She nodded as if this was an acceptable answer. He was risking his life. For what? For letting Kelechi hurt her? For her daughter’s death?
Whatever it was, he must have felt some guilt for it if he was willing to risk his life to help her escape. If Kelechi ever found out he had helped her, then it would not just be her life that was on the line.
He was in deep in thought for a few minutes, and Sade was about to ask if he was having second thoughts when he spoke.
“I have an idea,” he told her. “It’s risky, but it’s the best idea I’ve got.”
Sade’s pulse quickened with excitement.
Soja began to outline his plan, and as Sade listened, her excitement began to turn to fear. He was right. It was risky. There were so many things that could go wrong, but any plan they came up with carried risk.
It was far more dangerous to stay here, waiting for Kelechi to turn on her again.
She had to weigh up the risks.
“What do you think?” Soja asked her, when he had finished outlining the plan.
Sade saw that her apprehension was matched in his face.
“I think that it’s about the only chance I have,” she said.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Sade spent many sleepless nights as she thought of the plan that Soja had concocted. It was dangerous and she was certain that it would be a miracle if she and Mobo could escape. She had placed her trust and her life in Soja’s hands, but she had little choice, and if she was honest, if she had to trust somebody here then he was her best chance.
She bounced Mobo against her breasts as he cried. She tried to soothe him, but he would not settle.
“Poor little guy,” Lina sympathised, fanning herself, stood in just her bra and knickers. She was sweating even in just her underwear.
The afternoon was particularly hot, and Sade told herself that this was indeed the reason for his discomfort. She did not want to think this an ill omen. She did not want to believe that perhaps he had picked up on her own fear, that he sensed something was wrong.
Almost a week had passed since she had spoken with Soja and she was beginning to worry that he had changed his mind. It was with relief that she saw his car pull up outside. She glanced at Lina, but she was preoccupied with trying to find a spot between the door and window that would get the most breeze and had not yet spotted him.
It was a minute before Soja stood in the doorway. Lina beamed at him, unembarrassed that he should see her like this. Sade wondered if he had seen her naked, if they had –
Of course, they must have, Sade thought to herself.
Soja smiled briefly at Lina, but his attention was on Sade. Sade felt uncomfortable at the look that Lina gave her, but Soja seemed oblivious to the sudden tension in the room.
“I need a word,” Soja told her. Sade nodded. Soja looked pointedly at Lina, who took a moment to realise his meaning.
“I’ll see you later then,” she said, giving a half-hearted wave, looking from to the other, before she walked slowly out of the room.
Sade felt terrible, knowing how it must look, worried what her friend must be thinking.
Soja’s words quickly pushed any such concerns far from her mind.
“I spoke to Kelechi,” he told her in a hushed tone. He glanced over his shoulder, as if expecting Lina to be hovering in the doorway. He smiled. “He was reluctant, but he bought the whole idea. He said yes. The plan is a go-ahead.”
Sade took a deep breath, Mobo still in her arms for once.
Though it was indeed great news, Sade knew that this was just the first of many hurdles.




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Lina hesitated at the doorway. She did not want to eavesdrop, but she could not help herself, her hackles up that she had been sent from the room by the man she was quickly falling for and her best friend in this dump.
She had suspected, of course, that something might have happened in the past between them, but Soja had never mentioned her before. Sade never spoke of it and she had enough on her plate. Lina had let her feelings for Soja grow and now she wondered if she had been foolish for trusting him, for trusting them both.
Holding her breath, sweat sliding between her breasts and her hands shaking slightly with the exhilaration, she listened as Soja spoke.
She did not know what they were talking about, but she could guess.
Her heart pumped harder.
If it was indeed what it sounded like…
She stopped herself from thinking such things.
It was dangerous and if anybody ever suspected that she had known about this plan all along, then she would be in just as much trouble as the two of them.
Sade was supposed to be her friend. Soja was much more than her friend.
Though she told herself that she had nothing to be concerned about, Lina could not help but wonder why Soja was helping her. Lina was in the same situation as Sade, albeit without a child, but if Soja truly cared about her then why was he not offering her help, instead of offering it to Sade.
What had happened between them in the past? Lina began to wonder.
She could not stop thinking about that question now.
Did Soja have feelings for Sade? Was he in love with her?
She could think of no other reason that he might have for being so willing to risk his life for her.
Lina heard footsteps and quickly dove into an empty bedroom, pushing the door gently closed so that she would not be found loitering about outside the room listening to private conversations. She heard Soja’s trainers on the stairs and then the front door closed.
She waited for a while and then left the room.
Sade was jumpy, startled when Lina came back into her bedroom. Lina wondered whether Sade was really going to go through with this escape plan of hers. If she was nervous now, then what would she be like when she reached the airport, when the stakes were even higher?
Lina looked at her friend, baby nestled in the crook of her arm, and wondered whether she really was a friend. They were close, but were they really friends? Or was it just because they were both stuck here, imprisoned together.
She thought about her own freedom. She had arrived at the same time as Sade, she still had years before her debt would be paid off.
Though she did not welcome the thoughts, Lina began to wonder whether she could buy her freedom, not with money or sex, but with information.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Sade listened as Kelechi and Soja went over her instructions for what must have been the fiftieth time that morning. She recited the plan back to them again.
“I catch my flight to Benin City,” Sade told them, as if reading from a to-do list. She had committed the time and flight number to memory. “I go to Mama Jumoke’s house. I collect Ema. I’m a representative from the beauty college. I bring her back to the airport, and we catch our flight back to Naples.”
Kelechi and Soja both nodded.
Though Sade felt nervous, it was nothing to how she would feel when her real plan was put in motion. She had no intention of bringing another girl here. She would travel to the airport, as Kelechi had instructed, and that was where their plans deviated. Soja would bring Mobo to her. She would board the flight to Cotonou Airport with her son and she would not be coming back.
The thought that her freedom was just hours away, so tantalisingly close and yet so far, made her hands shake with the anticipation.
“If you get stopped at passport control when you come back,” Kelechi fired at her.
“I ask for Alessandro,” Sade repeated.
No doubt this was an immigration officer who took a few backhanders to smooth over any issues that Kelechi had when he brought over his girls.
They stood in Benis and Bimpe’s kitchen, but the two sisters had been dismissed from their apartment, much to their chagrin. Benis had clucked with disapproval as she had let her sister lead her out into the backyard, where they were now sat in rusted deckchairs, no doubt complaining to each other about the lack of respect that Kelechi always showed them.
Sade went upstairs to change when Kelechi was satisfied that she had at least remembered what he had instructed her to. Benis had gone shopping for her the day before and brought an outfit that would be suitable for air travel.
The trousers were pin-striped, and the blouse was a black and white spotted scoop-neck with a ribbon over one breast. It was not her usual style, but it beat the clothes that she had worn since she had arrived in Italy. She put the clunky, low heels on her feet and tied back her hair.
When she came downstairs, even Kelechi seemed pleased for a change, though of course he would never have admitted such a thing.
“Ready?” Soja asked her.
Kelechi looked from one to the other, his eyes narrowing. He still did not trust them, still perhaps held reservations. At least he did not know of their real plan, Sade thought, or he would not be letting her out of his sight, would have dragged her upstairs long before now.
She followed them out of the house and one of Kelechi’s men waved from behind the wheel of a banged-up car with a headlight missing. Sade glanced back at the house as she went to the front passenger seat.
If everything went to plan, then this would be the last time she would ever see the place. She offered up a prayer that she would never have to come back here and climbed into the car.
The driver turned the key and the engine spluttered a few times before it caught, and the car jolted forward, the dashboard vibrating violently and the seat making Sade’s teeth chatter.
Kelechi and Soja watched her as she drove down the street.




CHAPTER FIFTY

Naples International Airport was a sprawling building a few miles north of the city of Naples and there was one large terminal building that housed by the Departures Lounge and the Arrivals Lounge. The drop-off point was already chaotic, cars and buses and taxis beeping and swerving in the commotion.
People in t-shirts and shorts, businessmen, and everyone in between milled around, dragging suitcases, wheeling trolleys and sneaking a last cigarette before they went inside. Sade saw how easy it would be to get consumed within the crowds and felt relieved, rather than intimidated, by the bustle of people coming in and out of the automatic doors.
The driver managed to find a spot and jolted forward. The car groaned to a stop and the engine cut out. The man had not spoken to her the whole journey, and Sade wondered if that was under instruction from Kelechi.
She thanked him, and he nodded his head in acknowledgement as she threw open her door, almost dinging a taxi that had pulled up too close. The taxi driver swore at her and Sade quickly shut the door and skirted around the car and up onto the pedestrian zone.
The man was already navigating his way from the kerb, beeping at the taxi driver who had blocked him in, resulting in a lot of gesturing and swearing on both parts.
Sade walked into the terminal building. She slid out the mobile phone that Soja had given her. It was a cheap phone, he had told her, with a burner SIM card inside so that she could put it in the bin before she boarded the flight with her son.
Though she was so close to freedom, she did not feel at ease, not yet. She would not until she had her son in her arms, and they were safely onboard the plane and speeding down the runway.
She resisted the urge to call Soja at once and find out where he was. She would have to practise some small measure of patience. When it came to her son, she could not and was soon pacing up and down outside the terminal. She did not even care that she might have drawn attention to herself.
What if Kelechi’s driver was waiting nearby to make sure she boarded? What would he report back to Kelechi if he saw she was still hanging around outside?
The minutes ticked by and soon it had been almost an hour. She checked the departure boards and she knew that she did not have too much longer left until she would have to check-in to her flight.
The phone rang in her hand and she snatched it to her ear before the second ring.
“Soja, where are you?” Sade asked. Her voice was frantic, and she made no attempt to conceal it.
“Hello, Sade,” a voice came down the line. Sade froze, her blood running cold. “Soja can’t come to the phone right now. Shouldn’t you be getting ready to board a plane now?”
Kelechi’s voice was calm and measured.
Sade almost dropped the phone.
That was when he was at his most dangerous.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

“Are you still there Sade?”
He did not sound angry. He did not raise his voice, but there was no mistaking that beneath the cool tone of his voice, something simmered, something that made the phone in Sade’s hand tremble.
“I’m still here,” she replied.
She tried to keep from panicking, but it was too late for that. Her heart was already pumping so fast she was worried she would not be able to hear him down the phone over the blood pounding in her eardrums. Nervous sweat sprung up all over her body despite the breeze that caressed her skin.
“As I’m sure you’ve already guessed, Soja won’t be bringing your baby anywhere today,” Kelechi said. Sade felt her heart sinking. He gave a cluck of his tongue. “Never mind, though, Sade. I’ll take good care of him for you whilst you’re collecting my new employee.”
Sade did not speak. She could hardly even breathe.
The thought that Kelechi had her son, was even now perhaps holding him, paralysed her with fear.
“You still want me to go?” she asked him, trying to keep her voice from shaking.
“Of course,” Kelechi said. “I have no doubt that you’ll be back, with my goods.”
Sade saw what he was doing.
He had her son. He knew she would not leave him behind. She would have to return here if she wanted to see her son again.
She wondered how Kelechi had found out about her plan.
Had Soja revealed all? No, surely not, she told herself.
Had Kelechi perhaps suspected it was her goal all along? Had he caught Soja trying to steal away with Mobo and realised their intentions?
It did not matter how he had found out.
The fact was that he had.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kelechi said.
The line disconnected.
Sade wanted to let out a shriek, to break down and give in to her grief, her terror. That would not help her, though, would not get her any closer to saving her son. The only way she would get him back would be if she returned to the house tomorrow with Ema.
She lowered the phone from her ear. She slid the phone into her pocket, in case Kelechi needed to contact her.
The check-in for her flight to Cotonou, Benin City, was still open. The check-in clerk smiled at her brightly as Sade approached.
“Bonjourno,” the woman greeted her.
Her hair was glossy and pinned in a fancy updo. She had bright pink lipstick and heavy make-up.
Sade slid her passport and ticket across the counter. She did not converse with the woman as she tapped away at the computer. She scanned her passport. Sade waited, holding her breath, but there was no alarm. This woman was unaware of what Sade had been through, was going through even now.
She was still smiling brightly as she slid her passport back to her, with a boarding card now stuck inside its pages.
She spoke in rapid-fire Italian and pointed to the boarding gate on the pass. Sade forced a smile at her and followed the direction she had pointed towards security.
With no bags, Sade breezed through security and was soon boarding the plane. She could hardly believe it as she took her seat. A window seat, a view of the concrete tarmac beneath the plane. She had dreamt of this moment for so long but now that it had arrived, she felt empty, sick to the pit of her stomach.
She was leaving, but without her son.
That meant she was not escaping. She was not going anywhere. She would have to return and when she did…she dreaded to think what would await her.
Staring out of the round window, trying not to let her thoughts reduce her to tears, Sade listened to the captain announce their departure. The plane picked up speed and then it was soaring into the sky, Italy vanishing beneath them.
She looked down at the landscape growing smaller and smaller, knowing that somewhere down there was her son. He was alone, and helpless, and he needed her.
Whatever Kelechi wanted; she knew that she would do it.




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

The flight was just over five hours and Sade could not relax as the plane flew the near-four thousand kilometres south. She looked out of the window at the clouds drifting aimlessly beneath the wings. She bit her nails, unable to stop herself.
The thought that she was to bring a girl under Kelechi’s control horrified her. She thought of Ikenna, how he had sent her to Italy knowing what was to become of her. She hated him for it, just as she hated Mama Jumoke.
She was to become just like them, though, she realised. She thought of how she had thought less of Tanisha for buying her freedom doing such a thing, and now she was doing the same. No, she told herself, she was doing this to save her son. That was different. She clung to this, differentiating her own actions from the others, knowing that Ema would not see it that way when the reality of the life that awaited her had sunk in.
Her mind remained on her son for the duration of the flight, and the only thought that kept her from breaking down was the small hope that Kelechi would not do anything to harm her son whilst she was still travelling. If she did as he asked, Mobo would be fine.
Sade fastened her seatbelt as the plane began to descend. The plane landed smoothly, and it was too soon that she was disembarking and showing her passport at the customs control.
She left the airport and went to the address she had been given for Mama Jumoke. She remembered the house, the numerous pots stacked up outside the front of the rundown house, the contents, whatever they might have been, long dead and decomposing.
Mama Jumoke eyed her with suspicion but Kelechi must have told her to expect the visit. She wondered why Jumoke herself was not making the trip. Soja had mentioned that she had to keep a low profile, and Sade wondered if she was in trouble with the police. She hoped Jumoke would get caught, would spend a long time in prison.
Sade did not want to go back inside the house, but she followed her into the dark interior. The living room was cluttered and claustrophobic. There was no sign of the daughter that had crept about when Sade had been here last.
She tried not to think of it, the memory bringing back painful thoughts of Ife.
Mama Jumoke introduced her to Ema. The girl was roughly the same age as Sade, perhaps a year younger. She had kind eyes, full lips and her body was plump with youth. She wore a bright yellow sundress and bubbled with excitement at her new life abroad.
“I just can’t believe I’m getting this opportunity,” Ema gushed, pulling Sade into a hug. Sade patted her on the back, a painful lump in her throat. She swallowed down her emotion, her guilt, knowing that if it came down to a contest between Ema and her son, then this girl could not possibly hope to win. “My mother wanted to come to wave me off, but she has to look after my sisters.”
The girl was chatty and sweet-natured, which made it all the harder for Sade.
“Perhaps, in a few years, I can bring my sisters over,” Ema went on. Mama Jumoke had turned her back on her, tuning the girl’s words out. Sade glanced over at her, wondering if the woman felt any remorse for what she did. She wondered why she did this, whether she had been forced just as she had, or if she just did it for money.
Ema was still talking animatedly as Sade guided her out of the house and into a waiting car. The driver was one that Mama Jumoke had organised. Mama Jumoke had not spoken much, if at all, but Sade was sure that she would be on the phone to Kelechi to update him before they had even reached the end of the street.
It felt surreal after being trapped at the house in Destra Volturno that she was back in Nigeria. She had considered trying to contact Mother, or Achike, or even Adeleke, knowing that her elder sister was the closest, but it would do no good.
If she told anyone of what had befallen her, they would surely not let her return, would object to her boarding the plane, let alone taking a poor, innocent girl with her, and Sade needed to go back if she hoped to see her son again.
Ema had fallen quiet now and Sade glanced over at her. She looked out the window, wide-eyed. The girl was from a small countryside town, even more rural than Sade’s own hometown, and Sade tore her eyes from her. It would do no good to make this harder on herself, she thought to herself.
Thankfully, Ema had not asked many questions about the college. She trusted Sade, trusted whoever had sold her out to Kelechi and his superiors, the network that thrived on girls just like her, just like Sade and Ife. It almost made Sade feel worse, worried that it would make it even harder for Ema to accept her new life when it came to it.
The driver stopped near the departure terminal. Sade took charge, dragging Ema’s small, wheeled suitcase through the automatic doors, the girl traipsing after her, in awe of everything and everyone that they passed.
Check-in went smoothly and she kept Ema’s small bag with her. She did not want to waste any time at the other side waiting for the luggage. She wanted to get back to her son as soon as she could.
“How long is the journey?” Ema asked.
“Will there be bathrooms on the plane?” Ema asked.
“What is the time difference in Italy?” Ema asked.
She was full of questions now and Sade answered her as best she could, checking her phone often in case Kelechi contacted her, but the screen remained blank. She was getting tired. The stress and the travelling had given her the beginnings of a headache. Her eyelids were getting heavy. She wanted to get on the plane so she could curl up in her seat and sleep for a few hours.
Hopefully, she thought, Ema would do the same and give her a break from the questions.
Sade was grateful when their flight was announced over the loudspeaker. They joined the queue to board and Sade felt sleep calling to her. Ema seemed to understand, and when they took their seats, she remained quiet. Sade gave her the window seat. She told herself it was so that Ema could look out of the window, but she knew it was partly because she did not want Ema to go anywhere whilst Sade slept.
Her eyes grew heavy and she was soon asleep, before the plane had even reached the runway. Relief that she had collected the girl mixed with the hours of travel and the stress that had drained her.
She slept for hours and woke as the plane descended in Naples. Sade panicked when Ema was not beside her. Her body tensed.
Ema came down the aisle, still smiling, returning from the bathroom. She climbed back over Sade and fixed her gaze out of the window as the ground rushed up to meet them. She squealed with excitement as they landed.
“Remember, you let me do the talking,” Sade told her, as they disembarked and joined the queue for the passport control desk.
Sade tried not to let her nerves show on her face. Her hands shook when she gave the uniformed man their passports after they were called forwards.
He flicked open the first and looked at Sade. He paused a moment, and then stamped it. He did the same with Ema’s. He paused for longer. Sade wondered if she should ask for Alessandro. She opened her mouth to say the name, but the officer stamped the passport without a word and returned them to Sade.
She sighed with relief as they left the counter and down another set of corridors. They did not need to collect any luggage, Ema wheeling her small suitcase behind her already. Sade led her out into the arrival’s hall. It was just as busy as it had been when she had left, though after two flights and five hours of sleep, it could have been an hour or a day since she had been here, her muddled brain struggling to keep track of such things.
Outside the airport, Sade strained her eyes, trying to remember the make of the car that she had arrived in. A horn beeped and she looked up and down, eventually catching sight of the driver, head hanging out of the window, waving at her.
Sade felt her pulse quickening now that they were getting closer. Dark thoughts crossed her mind. She did not know what awaited her when she arrived at the house. All she really knew was that Kelechi had stopped Soja from bringing Mobo to her. She did not know any more than that. She was sure, knowing Kelechi, that he would make her suffer.
The driver got out of his seat and opened the boot for them. He slung the suitcase inside and slammed it shut. Ema was more excited than she had been before. Sade could not even bear to look at her now. She did not want to be there at the house when Bimpe and Benis inducted her.
Perhaps it was her fear of what was coming, but the drive was fast, and it was too soon that they were pulling up outside the house. They all got out of the car and Ema looked around. Sade wondered if she was disappointed, if she was beginning to suspect that something was amiss. She still had a smile on her face, so perhaps not. Not yet.
Benis was coming down the pathway. She shot Sade a look. Sade wondered if she had not expected her to succeed.
The driver retrieved the suitcase from the trunk and dumped it on the pavement. He turned to Sade.
“Boss says he wants you to come with me,” he told her.
Sade felt a flicker of panic.
“Why?” she asked. “Where are we going?”
The driver shrugged.
“Just my orders,” he told her. “He said you need to pick up your son.”
Sade swallowed hard and nodded. She had no choice but to do what he said.
Benis had thrown one of her arms around Ema’s shoulders.
“Thank you,” Ema said to Sade, before Benis could lead her up to the house. “I really appreciate your help. It was great to meet you.”
Sade did not smile. She could not. In just a few minutes, Ema would retract those words, would be cursing her name and the day she had ever met her.
Benis ushered the girl towards the house. Ema’s sundress seemed to glow for a moment as they went through the doorway, and then the door slammed shut.
Sade got back into the car. The driver had already buckled himself in and the car spluttered back to life and jolted down the street.
She did not know where their destination was, had no idea of these streets or the shops and buildings they drove past.
Sade knew she was getting closer to her son. And closer to whatever was awaiting her when she came face to face with Kelechi.
She did not have to wait long. After just a few minutes, the car slowed to a jerking stop. Sade realised where they were. She had not recognised it at first, as they had taken a different route and approached from a different side.
It was an abandoned farmhouse. On the other side, she knew a dirt track ran through the overgrown fields, where Soja parked his car to give them privacy. Her heart flipped. Did Kelechi know about their meeting place? What had Soja told him?
The driver lit a cigarette but did not get out of the car.
Sade hesitated. The driver gestured toward the farmhouse. The huge door stood open, but the inside looked dark, shadowy. Uninviting, she thought.
“Inside,” he said, taking a deep drag on his cigarette.
Sade opened the door, her hand shaking, but the thought of her son driving her forward as she approached the farmhouse. She did not hesitate. She could not afford to show weakness.
At the entrance, she paused a second to let her eyes adjust to the dark. It was not pitch black, but there was no lighting. The only light came from cracks in the slatted building, and from a few holes in the roof.
She took a few more steps. She saw Kelechi. His sunglasses were no longer over his eyes, balanced on top of his head now. She took another step. Soja stood a few feet away. He looked down at the floor. In his arms, Mobo was nestled against his chest.
Sade hurried forward, clutching her son from his arms and holding him against her. He made a noise, perhaps startled, but he was unharmed, he was safe. She breathed out in relief, kissing the top of his head, savouring his smell, the softness of his skin.
Kelechi cleared his throat from behind them. Sade tensed, turning. She caught Soja’s eye and she saw resignation in them. That could not be good, she thought.
“I’m surprised,” Kelechi said. “Benis told me you delivered Ema as expected. I’m impressed, I have to admit.”
Sade did not get any pleasure from the remark. She did not care if he was impressed. She held her son close to her, her body tensing as if she might have to run for it.
“I’m still disappointed, of course, about your little plot,” Kelechi sighed, shaking his head. He looked from Sade to Soja. “The pair of you. I should have known after the last time, when you kept secrets and lied to me. Remind me, how did that work out for you both?”
Sade did not look away. She did not know what would happen now. He had returned Mobo to her. Did that mean she was forgiven? Was he just playing games, exerting his power, his cruelty, over her?
Soja was quiet and Sade knew that he had not betrayed her. He would not be stood here, as much in danger as she was, if he had.
“I thought you would have learnt your lesson after the last time you tried to get away,” Kelechi said, directing this at Sade, though his eyes darted between them. He reached behind him to the small of his back. Soja tensed, and Sade saw why as Kelechi’s hand reappeared with a handgun clasped in his grip.
Sade was slick with sweat now. The air in the farmhouse was stale and still. The gun had just sent her pulse racing and her temperature soaring.
Any lingering tiredness had vanished, replaced with adrenaline surging through her.
“Your friend Lina told me what the two of you were up to,” Kelechi said.
Sade’s stomach sunk. She had trusted her. She wondered if Lina was still at the house or if she was already on her way back home, having bought her freedom using what little information she must have pieced together.
Soja looked mortified, and Sade wondered if he felt guilty. Perhaps he had shared their plan with her, though Sade doubted it.
Kelechi’s eyes continued to move from Soja to Sade and back again.
“I expected it from you,” he said gruffly, looking at Sade. “And I’m adding two thousand euros to your debt. Let’s call it compensation.”
Sade could have cried. She would be lucky if she ever left Destra Volturno.
Kelechi turned to Soja.
“All I ask from my men is loyalty,” he said. He sighed. “Now you’re useless to me.”
He lifted the gun in one swift movement and pulled the trigger.
BANG.
The sound echoed around the farmhouse.
Soja let out a muffled cry and staggered backwards. The bullet had hit his chest. He fell to the ground. Sade had let out a scream. Blood spread quickly across his front.
Kelechi walked over to him and pulled the trigger again. Another bullet to the chest.
Sade let out another startled cry. Soja just groaned, writhing on the floor.
Kelechi came over to Sade and snatched Mobo from her arms.
“I’ll let you say goodbye to him,” Kelechi sneered, gesturing to Soja. He walked to the doors, Mobo carried under his arm. “If you’re not out in two minutes,” Kelechi called back over his shoulder, “Then I’ll put a bullet in your son.”
Sade ran to Soja, dropping to her knees in the dirt. His chest was slick with blood. It ran down his sides and congealed on the floor. He opened his mouth to speak, but blood dribbled from between his lips. His eyes were fading, his gaze already distant as he looked at Sade.
“I’m sorry,” he managed.
“No, no, Soja, you don’t need to be sorry,” Sade stammered. She did not know what to do. She did not how to save him. She did not think he could be saved.
“I tried to bring him to you,” Soja said. His voice was faint. He strained with the effort to speak, and Sade knew it was hurting him.
“I know you did,” Sade assured him. “You don’t need to be sorry.”
“Not sorry…for that,” Soja said. He tried to sit, to lift himself closer to her, but the effort was too much, and he could not do it. Sade leant closer to him, knowing that he wanted to speak. “Sorry for -” He tried. He spluttered, more blood escaping his lips.
“Soja, you don’t need to -”
“You don’t understand,” Soja said. “I’m sorry…for your daughter.”
Sade put a hand to his forehead and stroked the top of his head.
“It’s not your fault,” she whispered, soothing him. “It’s not your fault that she died.”
“No,” Soja groaned. “She’s…she’s not dead.”
Sade’s breath caught in her chest.
“She’s alive,” Soja told her. “I’m sorry.”
“What do you mean?” Sade asked.
Her mind raced. She remembered waking without her daughter. Anything could have happened. She had not been awake when she was born. She had only the words of the others that her daughter had died.
“That’s why I stopped seeing you,” Soja told her. “I felt guilty. I kept quiet…to protect you. Protect you from the truth.”
A million questions came to her, but she did not have time to ask them all. She could see in Soja’s eyes, hear in his rattling, shaky gasps, that his time was running out.
“Soja, what happened to her?” Sade asked him. “Where is she now?”
Soja opened his mouth to speak, but blood trickled out instead of words. He shook his head. He did not know where she was now.
“Please,” Sade begged him. “You can’t die, you can’t -”
Soja tried to smile. The light briefly illuminated his eyes. He looked adoringly at her.
“I love you, Sade,” he whispered.
Sade felt tears in her eyes.
Soja gave a soft gasp and his body fell still. His eyes looked at her, but they turned glassy, unseeing, unblinking, and his chest had stopped rising and falling.
Sade wept over his body.
Even as she cried for Soja, her thoughts turned to her daughter. She had grieved for her, lamented that she would never hold her in her arms.
Now she knew that she was alive.
She did not know whether to be filled with relief or terror.




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Sade followed Kelechi up the pathway and into the house without saying a word. She was numb. Her arms and clothes were stained red with Soja’s blood. It had dried on her hands and wrists, making her skin itch. The girls who saw her backed away quickly, not sure whose blood it was, not wanting to stick around to find out.
At the foot of the stairs, Kelechi kept walking down the hallway to the courtyard. He did not give Sade so much as a backwards glance. Sade took that to mean she was dismissed. She did not wait for him to come back and treaded upstairs with heavy feet and a heavier heart.
She did not see Lina. She did not want to, avoiding looking into her bedroom. She was not sure what she would have said to her. Lina could not have predicted Soja’s death, but that did not make her any less responsible. Sade swallowed down her own feelings of guilt. She had been the one to ask him for his help. If anyone was to blame, it was her.
There was a locked door further down the corridor. Sade imagined she heard some muffled sobbing from behind the door. Her mind conjured up Ema, her worst fears now being realised, sat on the floor, her hands on the door, shaking with distress as she adjusted to her new prison. Her new life.
That was Sade’s fault too, she thought, as she went into her own room. Mobo was asleep now. If he had been traumatised by his separation from her, she could not see any of the signs. She placed him in the cot and checked to make sure, but he remained sleeping.
She slipped quietly from the room and had a shower. She stood underneath the lukewarm water, rubbing herself furiously with the sliver of soap she had left, the dried blood turning red once more under the water, swirling down the plughole at her feet.
Even when the blood was gone, she kept scrubbing.
Under the water, she thought of Soja’s final words.
Her daughter was alive.
Had it just been the delusions of a dying man? She wondered. How was it possible that her daughter was alive? Why had they lied to her? Where could she be now?
Sade knew that it was possible.
She had been unconscious when she had given birth. She had woken up hours later in her room. Anything could have happened in the time she had been blacked out. Soja had sounded genuine, and she could not imagine him lying to her about something like that, especially not in his final moments.
If she accepted that her daughter was alive, and she was desperate to do just that, then it raised hundreds of worrying prospects, each more terrible than the last. Why had they lied to her about her dying? And where was she now?
She thought about the Fatusi sisters. She knew that they were more than capable of terrible things. Kelechi practically relished them. She was under no illusion that they had long ago given up their morals. What did that mean for her daughter though?
Sade shuddered. Though she wanted her daughter to be alive, she did not know whether that was worse. After all, had she not started to realise herself, that death might be preferable to daily torture from which there was no escape?
She shut off the shower and shivered on the tiled floor as she dried herself. Now that she was clean, and now she knew her son was safe, she felt exhaustion creeping in once more. She lay on her mattress beside her son and fell asleep at once.
Her dreams, as she had known they would be, were filled with visions of her daughter. She was safe, playing and laughing, bouncing in Achike’s strong arms, her eyes full of love and devotion for her father. Then she was crying, screaming, as strangers with blurred faces did unthinkable things to her, all the while Benis and Bimpe cackling like witches from above.
Sade woke often, jolted from sleep by a particularly nasty dream, only to drift back into her fractured nightmares once more.
She did not need a priest or a doctor to explain to her what these dreams meant.
She had to find her daughter.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The incessant sound of the child was like a constant reminder to Bimpe of what she did not yet have. A child. More importantly, Kelechi’s child.
She envied Sade, even if her circumstances were pitiable. Bimpe knew that Sade was no threat. The child was conceived of rape. Sade was not one of Kelechi’s favourites as Dalia and the others had been. She should not have feared Sade, and yet over the months she could not help herself. Kelechi, for all his hatred and anger towards the girl, had not wanted the child terminated. He let Sade keep the brat. Perhaps somewhere deep inside he did have a soft spot for Sade and her son.
She remembered a lifetime ago back in Nigeria, as she grieved for her father, overhearing the news from two women she could not stand, that Winnifred, her husband’s mistress, was carrying his child. The news had crushed her, and she had known Gabriel would dispose of her as if their marriage had meant nothing.
Bimpe tried to dismiss such concerns. Kelechi was not Gabriel. He had not taken a favourite recently and that gave her hope that he was readying to settle down. Surely it would not be long before she was made his wife and then she could forget such dark thoughts.
Yet she was not yet his wife and she had reluctantly made the decision to involve Kwento. She had not wanted to. She was already growing concerned about her soon-to-be-stepson. She had awoken a monster that had lurked within him.
He had done a good job with Princess. There had been no trace of her. Kwento had seemed thrilled afterwards. Bimpe had been disturbed by the way he had spoken of it. He had enjoyed it, she had realised. Thankfully, she had not needed to utilise his services since then, but she had heard whispers of other girls going missing in the region. Benis had mentioned it but she had not been concerned for the welfare of their own girls. She just did not want to lose another profitable one. Bimpe had hidden her fear that Kwento may have been responsible for these disappearances.
She did not want the police sniffing around. Not that the polizia ever paid the girls here any mind. Unless it was for their services after their shift, they stayed clear of involving themselves in Nigerian troubles. She had reassured herself in this way and hoped that once she officially became Kwento’s stepmother, she could reign him back in and together, as a family, they could tame the darkness within him.
As Kwento walked up the path, a few girls skittered back upstairs out of his way. From the courtyard, Bimpe saw and wondered if perhaps the boy was still harassing some of them. She would have to find out, but she had more pressing matters to deal with first.
Kwento raised an eyebrow at her as he caught her eye and followed her into the Fatusi sisters’ kitchen. Bimpe did not bother with the pleasantries she once had.
“We have a problem,” she said at once, when the front door was closed.
“Let me guess,” Kwento said, rolling his eyes. “That miserable bitch, Sade.”
Bimpe did not comment on his poor attitude towards her. She nodded.
“She has her claws in your father,” Bimpe told him. She ran a hand through her hair, wondering whether he had noticed it too or if he would think her paranoid. He was not even looking at her as he leant casually against the counter. “She has his child. Parading him around like he’s heir to a throne. That little bastard is -”
“He’s my brother,” Kwento interrupted her. His tone was flat, uninterested.
Bimpe was nonplussed.
“And how long will it be before he starts getting all of your father’s attention?” Bimpe argued. She did not want Kwento to feel any loyalty towards the child. “Your father already visits him. Don’t you worry that he’ll replace you with him?”
“He doesn’t visit the baby, he only comes here to collect his money and beat Sade,” Kwento said. His voice was harsh. He narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re not worried for me, are you? You’re just worried that my dad is sticking it in Sade and not you.”
Bimpe was affronted. It showed and it made Kwento laugh. She wondered if he was already out of her control.
“Fine, you let that slut walk all over your father,” Bimpe said, emotions bubbling over. She could not help herself. She was passionate about this, about saving Kelechi. She was almost on the verge of tears. She did not like Kwento mocking her. She bit down on her lip. “I’m just doing this for you. For us. For our family.”
Kwento seemed to soften towards her, though the dark look in his eyes did not fade.
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of Sade,” he told her. He smiled. “But I’m doing it because I want to, not because you want me to.”
Bimpe nodded. She was grateful. He was just a teenager, and all teenagers had tantrums. She would overlook his behaviour for now. They would have time to put him right after all of this. She was breathing easier already at the thought that Sade would not be a problem.
She reached for him. She knew that he always wanted something in return for doing her these favours. She wondered if he would want more than she had given before.
Kwento’s lips thinned as she stroked his cheek tenderly.
“Thank you,” she said softly.
Kwento took her hand in his, moving it from his face. He let it drop. Bimpe was surprised. She tried not to feel hurt at this small rejection.
“I’ll let you know when it’s done,” Kwento told her.
He snatched up Benis’s packet of cigarettes. Bimpe opened her mouth to protest but she said nothing at the look Kwento levelled her with. He was daring her to try and stop him. He was smirking as he strolled out of the flat.
Bimpe clasped the back of a kitchen chair to steady herself. She was relieved that Sade would soon be gone, but something about Kwento scared her now. He was pushing his boundaries. The evil within him was growing. The monster was taking over.
She did not envy Sade the beast that Bimpe had just unleashed upon her.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Benis was walking down the street when she saw Kwento leaving the house, a cigarette between his lips and a grin on his face.
He climbed onto his bicycle and cycled up the street in the opposite direction from her, a cloud of smoke trailing after him.
She wondered what had brought Kelechi’s son to the house again, but she knew that it involved her twin sister. Bimpe was up to something with the boy, Benis would have bet everything she had on it. She did not like when her sister kept secrets. It was always a sign that she was doing something foolish.
Kwento’s visits in recent months had become less frequent and Benis had hoped that whatever the pair of idiots were up to had finished. Apparently not, she realised.
Perhaps it was time for her to investigate what was going on. Benis was certain she would not like what she discovered, but she had to know so that she could be prepared to rescue her sister yet again from whatever she had got herself caught up in.
She sometimes wondered at Bimpe, whether she was as clueless as she let her believe. Bimpe played the damsel in distress for her when she needed help, but Benis questioned at times how calculated her sister really was.
She thought back on the dark days in Nigeria, when Bimpe had first come to her with accusations that her husband was being unfaithful. Her sister had been distraught, but there had been something else lurking in her eyes. Bimpe was upset, of course, but she had been jealous and angry too.
Benis had dismissed her sister, telling her it was her fault that she had married a man with such a track record. It had not been long before Bimpe had cried abuse and eventually prompted Benis into action. She remembered the days after their father’s death as if through a fog of grief. Bimpe had cried over their father and the discovery that Winifred, Gabriel’s mistress, was pregnant. She had been beside herself.
The pregnancy had driven Gabriel mad with anger and he had beaten his mistress to death before turning on Bimpe. Benis had always known that to be true but she wondered now whether her sister had not been the one to manipulate Gabriel’s rage, so that he might kill Winifred and relieve her of her love rival.
In the kitchen, Bimpe was sat at the kitchen table, a compact mirror in her hand, the other picking at her hair as she frowned. If she held secrets, as Benis knew she did, then Bimpe hid it well, and the thought concerned her far more than she had realised.
If Bimpe was such a great actress, could conceal things so easily, what else had she lied about?
“Do you think I need a new look?” Bimpe asked her. “Perhaps I should dye it again.”
Benis shrugged but her sister had not expected an answer, too absorbed with her own reflection.
What are you up to, dear sister, Benis thought to herself, watching her from the corner of her eye, what the hell have you done this time?




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Bunmi and Achike’s news that they were expecting a child had spread rapidly around the neighbourhood. Bunmi knew that Mother was the culprit, but she could not find the energy to be annoyed with her. She tired quickly as her pregnancy progressed. Her sickness in the mornings made her weak and she spent days at a time in bed.
Though she had been taken ill for much of her pregnancy, Bunmi felt happier in the moments that she felt well than she had in a long time. Her marriage had improved greatly now she and Achike understood one another and knew that there would be no more than friendship between them. They had accepted this, and their friendship had flourished as Bunmi could only have dreamt of before.
When she was ill, he cooked the dinner and brought it to her in bed. He would stretch out on the bed before her and they would play card games, or he would rub her shoulders when they began to ache. He was gentle and kind, and Bunmi was grateful to have such a husband as him.
She still dreamt of Ayo and what could have been, but she no longer yearned for him as she had done before. Mrs Obasanjo had learnt of the pregnancy and said nothing to Bunmi when their paths crossed, but her smile and narrowed eyes flashed a warning to her that such news changed nothing. She was not to go near Ayo. Bunmi had no intention of doing so.
Her friendship with Monica, which she had feared was over, was rekindled. Bunmi swore her to secrecy and her friend, though conflicted, had agreed not to tell Ayo about the baby. She visited the house a few times a week, accompanying Yemi on his deliveries now that he had taken over from his father. It was just months before Monica too was pregnant, and she flicked through magazines as they sat together and pointed out celebrities with post-pregnancy bodies and wondered-out-loud if she could manage to lose all the baby weight as quickly as they had. Bunmi assured her that she could, as she knew Monica wanted to hear such reassurances.
Bunmi was already swollen and heavy with pregnancy at six months as she clambered down from Yemi’s truck outside her house. Monica climbed down after her and walked with her to the front door. Monica had insisted that they schedule their doctor’s appointments together and Bunmi had not had the energy to turn her down, and with Achike working, she had accepted the offer of a ride in Yemi’s truck. If Yemi had resented driving her, he was too nice to let her know it.
The front door was ajar when Bunmi reached it. She hesitated in the doorway. Monica put a hand on her forearm.
Bunmi stepped inside. Monica came in with her, squeezing herself through the doorframe at the same time. In the kitchen, Bunmi raised a hand to her chest and let out a strangled cry. Mr Moneke lay on the floor in the clothes he had worn out earlier in the day. His hat was on the floor beside him, his walking stick had fallen into the corner. He was not moving, and his face was slack.
Monica shrieked and ran out to get Yemi. Bunmi crouched down beside him, clasping the edge of the table to support herself. She clutched his hand in hers and put her fingers on his skeletal wrist. His body was limp. There was no pulse. She blinked hard and carefully let go of his hand. Mr Moneke was dead.
The death of his father hit Achike hard. He had lost both parents in just a few years and Bunmi wished she could have taken the pain from him. She grieved with him. She held his hand as they lay him to rest and reminded him that he was with his beloved wife once more.
Achike seemed to long for Sade more than ever. Bunmi had watched him scrabble across an old building site after his father’s funeral proceedings and out to the secret place that he and Sade had once played, and laughed, and God knew what else. She did not think badly of him for this. She wished that she could bring Sade to him, reunite them as they should be.
Her guilt over not doing more to try and make sure Sade was indeed enjoying herself as much as Mother claimed gripped her but she swallowed down such thoughts. She had yet to tell Achike the truth, that Sade was out of touch with the family and had been since she had left. She shuddered as she imagined his shock if he found out, then the disappointment on his face that she had not been honest with him as they had promised each other.
Bunmi shook her head to rid herself of such thoughts. Achike was at work and she was getting ready for a dinner at Mother’s house. Adeleke had come up from the city and Bunmi was not looking forward to sitting across the table from her sister’s moping face all evening.
She reached for the bedroom door when, unexpected and unwelcome at such a time, she threw her hands to her stomach as pain jolted her. She took a few deep breaths as the pain subsided and put a handout to the wardrobe door to steady herself, shaken by such a sudden occurrence.
It was too early for the birth, she thought.
After a few minutes, she let go of her grip on the wardrobe door and straightened herself up. She shook her head as if to shake loose the panic she had felt for a moment.
Before she could reach the bedroom door, another wave of pain made her double over at the waist, gasping for breath so strong was the contraction inside of her. She let out a cry of surprise, gritting her teeth and almost biting her tongue.
She cried out again, but she was alone in the house, nobody here to come to her side. Fresh pain shot through her body and she felt hot liquid sliding down her inner thighs, dampening the material of the iro so that it stuck to her skin.
Panic threatened to consume her as pain dulled her thoughts, made her body unresponsive to what she wanted it to do. She put a hand to the wall and leant on it, her other hand beneath her stomach as if to stop the baby from coming, though she knew that she was not in control of such a thing.
She staggered towards the bedroom door, finally regaining some control of her legs, but just as quickly as such control had come, it vanished with the speed of a leopard, and she dropped to her knees.
Mother had tried to warn her of the pain of childbirth, but Bunmi was only fifteen and try as she might she could not imagine such agony, at least not until now.
She called out for help, hoping that someone, anyone, would hear her cries.
Long, agonising seconds dragged into long, agonising minutes. Such was the pain that Bunmi lost track of time as she sat against the wall, breathing hard, sweat dripping into her eyes and pooling in the hollow of her neck. She cried for help until her throat was hoarse and raw, and the only sounds she could make was a raspy, strangled groan.
When she lifted her hand from between her thighs to wipe her forehead with the back of her hand, she left smears of red on her face. Catching her reflection in the mirror, her eyes widened. She looked down at her hand and saw her palm was slick with blood. Red tendrils clung to her fingers like mucus. Bunmi did not know if this was right, did not know if this was normal.
After what seemed like hours, but must have been less, Bunmi heard sounds downstairs. Her head was pounding, her body was on fire, and yet she called out.
“Bunmi, where are you?” Mother called from downstairs. “We’ve been waiting for you. Do you know how long I spent in the kitchen cooking for tonight? Do you have any idea?”
“She may be tired,” Adeleke said. “She is pregnant, perhaps she took a nap.”
“As if you would know a thing about pregnancy,” Mother said coldly. “No wonder you can’t have a child, when you spend so little time in the company of your husband.”
Bunmi cried out.
“I’m upstairs.”
Perhaps something in her voice had alerted them that something was wrong, because she heard their footsteps running up the stairs. Mother came through the door first and let out a loud gasp, throwing a hand to her breast. Adeleke paled as she peered over her shoulder and saw her.
“Bunmi,” Mother gasped, dropping to her knees beside her.
Her eyes drank in the blood, the sweat, the pain twisting on Bunmi’s face. Bunmi knew that she must look awful and was relieved that Achike was not here to see her in such a state.
“The baby,” Bunmi managed, hardly able to speak through the pain. “Is he okay? Is my son okay?”
Mother looked over her shoulder back at Adeleke. A look passed between them, one that Bunmi tried not to see but could not help herself.
“Go and get the doctor,” Mother told Adeleke.
Adeleke appeared to be frozen.
“Now!” Mother shouted. Bunmi had never heard her sound like that and panic flared within her. Adeleke jumped at the sound and gave a last look at her sister before she fled from the room and back down the stairs.
“Listen to me, Bunmi,” Mother was saying, her voice shaking as she tried to compose herself. “I need you to take some nice, deep, breaths for me. Can you do that for me dear?”
Bunmi nodded, but she could no more do that than she could fly. Her eyelids felt heavy, her vision blurred, and her mind swam. She heard Mother talking but she could not process the commands.
She put her head back against the wall and let out a groan as more contractions tore at her insides. Her thoughts were on her baby, her son, whether he was sharing in her pain, if she was somehow hurting him.
Bunmi looked at her mother’s face. She wore fancy earrings and her red lipstick matched the colour of her gele. She thought of the dinner party just a short distance away down the street. She thought of Achike, on his way home from work, blissfully unaware of her distress. She thought of her son, battling inside her breaking body.
She wanted to hold him in her arms, Bunmi thought. That was all she had wanted since she had learnt she was to have a child.
“Bunmi,” Mother called, as if from far away.
Bunmi tried to focus, but the darkness pulled her down into the recesses of her mind, promising her that she would find comfort and relief from the pain down in the depths, and she gave up the light willingly, her eyes rolling back into her head as unconsciousness enveloped her like a sweet embrace.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Bunmi opened her eyes. Her head swam as if she was submerged in water and she spluttered, her throat burning at the effort. Pain consumed her at once, throbbing through every part of her body, emanating in sharp waves from between her legs.
She had no concept of time or how long she had been in the darkness. She looked around the room and saw that the light bulb glowed. The curtains had been drawn and she wondered if it was night. It surely could not be, that she had been gone for so many hours. She felt the mattress creak beneath her as she tried to move and realised that she was on her bed now.
Mother looked over at her, surprise and relief flooding her face to see that she was awake. The doctor stood at the foot of the bed. His white coat was smeared with red.
Bunmi looked down at herself. The sheets were damp and red. So much blood, she thought, though in her exhaustion and through the pain, she could not find it within herself to panic.
“My baby?” she asked. “My son?”
Mother blinked hard and Bunmi saw tears slide from the corners of her eyes. Bunmi felt fear grip her. The pain, the darkness, the exhaustion, evaporated in an instant.
She tried to sit up, but Mother put a hand to her shoulder, stopping her.
“Where is my son?” Bunmi asked, though it hurt her to speak.
“Bunmi, he -” Mother started, then stopped, wiping at her eyes. Bunmi had never seen her like this. Mother pursed her lips as if to get her emotions under control. She glanced at the doctor, who was tight-lipped.
Bunmi looked from one to the other, saw the truth in their eyes, saw it written on their faces, in her mother’s tearful eyes.
“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Bunmi asked.
Her voice did not shake with emotion, she spoke matter-of-factly.
Mother nodded.
Bunmi looked around the room. There was no sign of him, except for the blood that seemed to be everywhere, marking his traumatic entrance into the world.
“How did he -” Bunmi asked, then stopped.
“He didn’t survive the birth,” the doctor replied, saving Bunmi from asking the rest. “He was in no pain, you can take some small comfort from that, I hope.”
Bunmi nodded, swallowing down the sobs that she longed to let escape her lips.
“Achike, does he know?” she asked.
“Yes,” Mother replied. “He’s downstairs. We thought it best he didn’t see -” She trailed off, the words unspoken, the blood stains everywhere finishing the sentence she could not.
“How is he?” Bunmi asked.
Mother seemed to know what she was asking.
“He is upset,” she told her. “He is worried for you.”
Bunmi nodded. He was worried for her, she thought.
“I want to see my baby,” Bunmi said. “I want to hold him.”
“Bunmi,” Mother said, concerned.
The doctor stepped forward and put a hand on Mother’s shoulder. Mother let out a long breath and left the room. She returned quickly, cradling a bundle of blankets. She bent down and placed the bundle into Bunmi’s arms.
Bunmi looked down at her son. His features were tiny. His eyes were closed. He could have been a doll, he looked so perfect and fragile. Bunmi held him close to her, aware that he did not cry, did not kick his little legs or move his little fingers.
She did not feel his breath on her or the warmth of his tiny body, nor hear his sharp cry as she pressed him against her chest and held him.
Her tears came then. Mother looked away, her eyes brimming with tears once more. Bunmi looked down at her son’s face and wiped away the tears that fell onto his cheeks from her eyes.
After too little time, the doctor took him from her.
She felt emptiness drown her as the door closed behind them.
Bunmi let the pain consume her once more and gratefully succumbed to the darkness once again.
Slipping between the comfort of the darkness and the grief of being awake, Bunmi realised that she was going to die. She saw it on the faces of her visitors, she heard it unspoken in the voices of the people who came to offer their condolences.
She remained in the bed for what could have been hours or days, feeling her life draining from her as the blood drained from her. The doctor had tried to stop the bleeding but Bunmi knew that it was not to be stopped.
Father visited her, clasped her hand in his and spoke as if she did not lay dying before him, telling her of how the guests had been sent home, how everything would soon be back to normal. She did not take these hopes from him. She would let him cling to them whilst he was still able to.
Monica visited, wringing her hands with nerves across her stomach, as if seeing her pregnancy might cause Bunmi harm. She could barely speak through her tears, though she tried. Ayo came too, having returned home upon hearing such tragic news. He clasped her hand and squeezed it, but he did not speak words of comfort, for there were none to be spoken. If he had questions about whether the child had been his, which he must have done, then they went unasked. They both knew that he would go on to have a life and children of his own, and Bunmi did not envy him this. Monica granted them a moment of privacy, and Ayo kissed her tenderly on the forehead. The touch of his lips lingered on her skin long after he had left.
Adeleke and Mother alternately wept and busied themselves tidying the room, as if Bunmi cared whether the floor was mopped, or the sheets were clean. Perhaps it was for their own sakes more than hers, Bunmi thought, too tired to tell them to stop.
She was barely left alone in the room, but when she was, Bunmi felt Sade close. Her sister was here. Even when the darkness carried her away, Sade was by her side. Bunmi could not stop thinking about her, wondering if her son’s death, if her own, was because the fates would not allow her to stand in the way of Sade and Achike’s love.
Bunmi knew that before she died, she had to make things right. She owed it to Sade and to Achike. She had to make sure that Sade was fine, that she was safe.
Achike had visited her often and held her hand, hiding his grief from her. She knew he was trying to shield her from the truth, but now as he sat on the edge of the bed, looking at her with those beautiful eyes of his, Bunmi spoke openly.
“I’m going to die,” she said.
Achike’s eyes widened at her words, and he opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. There were no words, perhaps, to be said about such a statement.
“We both know it’s the truth,” Bunmi said quietly. Her voice was raspy and shook with the effort of forming the words. “I may be young, but I’m not stupid.”
Achike smiled.
“I never thought for a second that you were,” he told her.
He squeezed her hand gently and Bunmi felt comforted by the gesture.
“Before I die, I have to tell you something,” she said. “It’s about Sade.”
Achike had not been expecting that, and it showed on his face. He looked flustered, and Bunmi wondered if he felt guilty about his love for her, if perhaps the thought that he would now be free to marry her when she returned had crossed his mind.
If it had, Bunmi did not feel offended or upset by the thought.
“We lied, Mother and I,” Bunmi told him. Achike’s lips thinned, but he did not speak as Bunmi told him of their deceit. “We didn’t hear from her. She doesn’t have an Italian boyfriend that she’s in love with.”
She watched Achike’s expression as she told him about the visit from Ife’s parents and about how nobody had heard from Sade or Ife since they had left. Fear and confusion clouded his features and Bunmi realised the enormity of her lies as they registered on her husband’s face.
“Why?” he asked her, when she had finished. He sounded hurt. “Why did you lie?”
“I was scared to lose you,” Bunmi admitted.
Achike was silent. Bunmi did not know what was going through his mind and yet his hand remained in hers. He did not pull away nor stand up and leave her side.
“I’m sorry,” Achike said. Bunmi was surprised. “I’m sorry that I made you feel that way.”
“You don’t need to be sorry,” she said, shaking her head, tiring with the effort. “You love Sade. You always have. That’s why you have to find her. You have to make sure she’s safe.”
Bunmi felt the darkness pressing in around her, knew that the time had almost come for her to close her eyes and sink into the darkness for the final time.
Achike seemed to sense this, perhaps he saw it on her face or felt it in the way her grip on his hand loosened slightly. His lip trembled.
“I love you, Achike,” Bunmi said. “I did not expect to, and nor do I expect it in return, but being married to you, I have grown to love you as my husband, as a dear, true friend of mine.”
Achike nodded, his eyes turning watery.
“I love you too Bunmi,” Achike said.
“You do not need to say that to comfort me,” Bunmi told him, though she smiled.
“It’s the truth,” he told her. “It may not be the kind of love that you may have hoped to have from me, not the love that a man should have for his wife, but I do love you. You comforted me when I was grieving, you supported me and cared for me. I love you as a dear friend, as someone who will always have a piece of my heart.”
His words were beautiful, like music to her ears, and Bunmi felt tears in her own eyes even as she reached over and wiped the tears from his with trembling hands.
“You must find Sade,” Bunmi whispered. She felt the darkness getting closer. She knew these were her final moments. “Promise me you will find Sade. Make her see that I am sorry to have betrayed her, that I love her as my sister, that I never wished to cause her hurt or heartache.”
Achike nodded, a tear sliding down his cheek and onto his lips.
“I promise you,” he said.
Bunmi clasped his hand, squeezing it tightly, taking all her effort.
“And I have one more promise I wish you to make to me,” she said. “You have already honoured our marriage. You have been a good husband and you would have made a good father to my son. Do not think that you need to honour me in my death. I will rest in peace knowing that I have had a good life with you.”
“Bunmi,” Achike said, more tears following the first. “I -”
“When you find Sade, follow your heart,” Bunmi whispered, her grip on Achike’s hand weakening as the darkness ebbed ever closer. “I know now that the fates wish you and her together, and you should not disappoint them. I give you my blessing to follow your heart.”
“You have my heart, you and your son,” Achike said, his voice shaking with emotion.
“No, we had just a small part of it,” Bunmi said, smiling as her eyelids flickered. Her hand trembled in his. “You were generous enough to give us a part of it, and I am grateful for that. But your heart, your whole heart, belongs to Sade. It always did and it always will do. Please, promise me, that you won’t deprive your heart any longer. Find Sade and take care of her, make sure she is safe, and love her, as you both deserve.”
“Bunmi -”
“Please, promise me,” Bunmi pleaded.
Achike looked at her. He smiled at her, biting his lower lip as tears slid down his dark, handsome face.
“I promise you,” he whispered. “God bless you, Bunmi, my beautiful wife.”
“I can rest easy now,” Bunmi told him. “You and Sade belong together.”
Achike held her hand in his.
“I belong with my son,” Bunmi told him. “I will join my son. My precious son. He needs his mother in heaven, and I will go to him.”
She relaxed against the pillow. She smiled and felt the mattress move under Achike’s weight, as he came closer and then his soft lips pressed a gentle kiss on her forehead.
Bunmi felt at peace. She had unburdened herself from her guilt. The darkness crept in and she did not resist it, closed her eyes and welcomed it. She thought of her son and it brought her comfort.
She thought of how she would be able to hold him in her arms again, cradle him against her breasts and promise him that he was no longer alone in death, that she was there and always would be.
Letting out her final breath, Bunmi passed away, a peaceful smile upon her lips.




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

After Bunmi’s funeral proceedings, Adeleke felt an overwhelming sense of loss.
She had lost both of her sisters. Her youngest sister dead and buried at the tender age of fourteen, and the other thousands of miles away in a foreign land. She had never been close to her sisters. She had always seen them more as annoyances than as her blood, but now she regretted her dismissal of them. Not just because she knew that she would never be able to rebuild any kind of closeness to Bunmi now that she was gone, but for her own, more selfish reasons too.
Since she had married Ikenna she felt that she had been separated from her family and not just because she now lived in the city.
When Mother had told her she was to marry, Adeleke had been delighted. She had always known that she would be the first to marry and that it was her duty to wed and make her family proud. She had not resisted in the slightest as Mother arranged her marriage. The first time she had met Ikenna she had done everything she could to please him, to show him that she would be a good wife, a subservient wife who would not question him or let him down. This had pleased him, and he had agreed to the marriage. He had a good job in the city, he was from a middle-class family, and she was marrying well, she thought, as she had prepared for her wedding.
It was not until after they had been married and she had moved to the city with her new husband that Adeleke began to feel the unease and discomfort of her new reality begin to sink in. She had been so focused on marrying Ikenna that she had almost forgotten that marriage was a lifelong commitment and that once married she would be his, in both name and in body.
She carried out her marital duties as Mother had instructed her. Faced with the disapproval of Ikenna’s parents, she had tried to impress, but no matter how clean she kept the house or how much she cooked and tried to produce a child, she was never good enough. Adeleke’s attempts had been brushed aside by both her husband and his parents, and so she had given up trying to impress them, no longer fretting over how polished the floors were or whether she could carry a child to term.
Ikenna did care. He had lost his temper and hit her across the face in the privacy of their bedroom. His parents had not commented on her bruised eye, and she had followed their lead and not mentioned it. The next time Ikenna hit her, the same game of silence ensued. After a few short months of marriage, Ikenna’s angry fists and cruel tongue lashed her frequently and Adeleke had grown accustomed to pretending that it had not happened. Sometimes she thought Ikenna’s mother might say something. She had once opened her mouth to speak, her eyes on a particularly vicious gash across Adeleke’s forehead that had coincided with Ikenna’s purchase of a brand-new Rolex watch that he had shown off to everyone the night before. Adeleke had hoped she would ask her about it, but then the silence had continued.
Mother had shown her no warmth either. She had warned Adeleke to be a better wife if she wanted Ikenna to stop losing his temper with her. After that, Mother had stopped answering her frequent calls, and Adeleke had accepted that she was on her own.
With Ikenna so infuriated by his wife, and so frequently, it was no wonder, Adeleke thought, that she had yet to have his child. She had conceived twice, but Ikenna’s fists had put an end to those pregnancies before she had started showing and she had flushed the bloody evidence down the toilet without telling him, fearing that guilt would provoke Ikenna into further rage.
When Mother had invited her to stay awhile, Adeleke had leapt at the chance to return and escape Ikenna for a short while. Bunmi’s death had sparked a moment of jealousy in Adeleke. Perhaps she wanted a permanent escape from the horror of marriage and the life she led, she thought, before the grief had sunk in. Ikenna had come to the funeral, but he was already anxious to return home now that the proceedings had concluded.
Adeleke protested. He may have taken everything from her, but she would not let him take these precious few moments to grieve for her youngest sister. He had relented, the eyes of her mother and the neighbourhood on him, and had gone off to get a drink, leaving Adeleke standing alone in the backyard of her mother’s house, heavy rain pouring down on her, soaking her clothes so they stuck to her like an extra layer of skin, slathering her hair until it was sopping.
Days after Bunmi’s death, the rainy season had begun and the ground was soft and green, the heat was high and wet, humidity making everyone sweat and curse, the rain a welcome break from the dry aridity of the past few months.
She did not hear anyone approaching until Achike was standing beside her. He had mourned for his wife and son, and Adeleke did not know what to say to a man who had suffered such a loss. She did not think Ikenna would mourn so deeply, if he mourned at all, if she were to pass away.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Adeleke said quietly, her words barely audible even to her own ears over the sound of the pounding rain.
“I’m sorry for yours,” Achike responded.
They stood in silence for a few minutes and Adeleke was about to turn and leave, knowing Ikenna would be getting impatient to return to the city, when Achike spoke.
“I wanted to ask you something,” he said. Adeleke looked at him. “Have you heard from Sade recently? Do you have a phone number or an address?”
“Why?” Adeleke asked sharply. She understood he had been close to her before his marriage to Bunmi and she did not think a suitable period of mourning had been observed for him to be seeking out his former love so soon.
“One of Bunmi’s final wishes was for me to find her,” Achike said. He spoke openly and honestly, and Adeleke believed him. Achike sighed. “Nobody has heard from her and Bunmi was worried about her. She wanted me to make sure she was safe.”
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Adeleke assured him. “She’s always calling Mother, and -”
“No, she isn’t,” Achike told her. Adeleke’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Bunmi told me that they haven’t heard from her, they just said that they had, because -” He trailed off, shaking his head. “They haven’t heard from her. Ife’s parents haven’t heard from them either.”
Adeleke felt a prickling of unease at his words.
“When was the last time you heard from her?” Achike asked her.
Adeleke thought about it. She had not seen or spoken to her sister since she had hugged Sade goodbye outside the miserable woman’s house in the city, the day before she and Ife were due to leave for the airport and their new lives abroad.
Achike seemed to know what she was thinking, knew that she had not been in contact with her. Adeleke felt her cheeks warm with embarrassment.
“Do you think Ikenna will have an address for her?” Achike asked. “For where she’s staying, maybe, or the beauty college? Bunmi tried to call, but the line was disconnected.”
“He probably does,” Adeleke nodded. “I can ask him if you like. He never speaks about her, but I’m sure he must have it written down somewhere.”
“Thank you,” Achike said, smiling.
Adeleke put a hand on his shoulder, as if this simple gesture could convey all her grief to him. He smiled and she thought perhaps it had. She left him standing in the rain as she crossed the yard and stepped into Mother’s kitchen. Ikenna stood in the doorway, glaring at her, hand twitching impatiently, the Rolex watch glinting in the dim light. She would ask Ikenna another time, she decided, sensing his mood.
“We’re going home,” he told her.
Adeleke nodded obediently, kissed Mother perfunctorily on the cheek and said goodbye, and then left the house. Ikenna did not open the car door for her as he had done when they had first met. He had already started the engine as she slid into the seat beside him. His foot was on the pedal before she had even shut her door.




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

It was two weeks to the day since Bunmi’s funeral when Adeleke answered the front door of her home in the city and found a shivering, soaking Achike stood on the front step. His cotton shirt was stuck to his chest, his dark skin visible through the sopping white material. She gasped and it took a moment for her to recover her senses.
“What are you doing here?” she asked him.
“I need Sade’s address,” Achike said. “I spoke to your mother, and she hasn’t heard from her in months. And the phone number is disconnected. I’m worried for her.”
Adeleke hesitated. Ikenna was at work and his parents were out at a function that would certainly last all day. She was nervous, glancing around at the neighbouring houses to check for prying eyes, but nobody was out in such a heavy down-pouring of rain.
“Please,” Achike said, his voice soft, pleading.
Adeleke nodded and stepped aside. She held the door for him as he came inside, wiping his feet on the welcome mat. She closed the door quickly behind him, lest a neighbour see him and report back to Ikenna about the visitor.
“I haven’t asked him yet,” Adeleke said, looking down at her feet as Achike looked at her inquiringly. She knew he must be wondering why she would care more about asking her husband than asking after her sister’s welfare. She felt ashamed.
“Does he have a study?” Achike asked, no trace of judgement in his voice, not mentioning her shame if indeed he had noticed it.
Adeleke nodded and showed him to the room. She left him in the study to look around whilst she went to the guest bathroom to fetch him a hand towel to dry himself off. He took it and mopped his face gratefully,
“Do you know where he might have kept the information?” Achike asked, looking at the stacks of files and cabinets of books and paperwork. A computer stood on the wooden desk. Adeleke shook her head.
“I’m not allowed in here,” Adeleke admitted, blushing. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t tell him you were in here,” Achike said gently.
Adeleke smiled gratefully.
“I suppose we should look around, see if we can find anything that might help,” Adeleke suggested, wanting to help him more now that she had seen how well-meaning and kind he was. She felt a moment’s envy for Bunmi, who had married such a man, whilst she had been left with Ikenna. “Maybe the computer has something on it. I don’t know how to use it, or what his password might be.”
Achike eyed it uncertainly.
“Let’s try the paperwork first,” he decided.
They began shifting through page after page, checked old receipts and files of numbers, but after an hour of searching, they had found nothing. Achike seemed frustrated, flapping his hands in a gesture of futility.              
Adeleke had an idea.
“I remember where Sade stayed the night before they went to the airport,” she offered. Achike’s eyes brightened. Encouraged, Adeleke continued. “The woman’s name, Mama Jumoke. I’m sure I’d recognise the house if I saw it again, and I’d definitely recognise that miserable woman’s face.”
“Do you know the street name?” Achike asked her.
Adeleke strained, willing herself to remember. She clapped her hands together.
“Yes,” she exclaimed, excitement flooding her. “I’ll call a taxi. I’ll come with you.”
“Are you sure?” Achike asked. Adeleke knew that he was concerned about Ikenna finding out. Adeleke shrugged, nodding. Achike smiled, “In that case, I’d be very grateful for your help accompanying me.”
Adeleke beamed as she pulled the office phone towards her and dialled.
As she had known she would, Adeleke recognised the crumbling house with the worn pots outside the front door as soon as the taxi pulled onto the street. The pots were filling with rainwater, the smaller ones already full and sending water cascading over their lips as if they were posing as expensive water features.
Achike led the way down the pathway and rapped hard on the door. Movement came from within, but the door remained closed, unanswered. Achike knocked again, louder. The door opened a crack and a girl’s dark, weary face peered out at them.
“What do you want?” she asked. “Who are you?”
“We’re here to speak to Jumoke,” Adeleke said. “Do you know her?”
The girl hesitated and shook her head.
“Really?” Adeleke asked, brow furrowed. “Because my sister came here to stay with Jumoke. She was on her way to Italy.”
“Your sister never came here,” the girl replied, her voice frightened. “She must have gone to a different house. You should go.”
“My husband brought her here,” Adeleke insisted.
“Your husband is mistaken.”
“My husband knows Jumoke,” Adeleke said. “His name is Ikenna.”
Recognition dawned in the girls’ eyes. She frowned. Adeleke and Achike exchanged looks. They had both seen that she knew his name. The girl sighed.
“Jumoke is my mother,” she said. “I’m Kokumo.”
“Is your mother home?” Achike asked.
“No, she left,” Kokumo replied. “She, erm, she won’t be back.”
“Where did she go?” Achike asked her. “To Italy?”
“No,” Kokumo shook her head. “She got into trouble.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” Kokumo answered. She glanced at Adeleke. “The police came here.”
“They arrested her?” Adeleke asked, surprised. “What did they want with her?”
Kokumo made to close the door but Achike pushed it open. Kokumo’s grip slipped and they went into the house. It smelt of neglect and the rooms were dark and bare.
“You live here?” Adeleke asked.
“Yes,” she replied. “I was supposed to get married, but -” She trailed off.
“Did my sister stay here?” Adeleke asked, unable to place her sister in such a house. The description did not fit with the picture Ikenna had painted for her or her parents.  Doubt began to creep into her mind.  If only she had insisted on seeing the room her sister had been staying, Adeleke thought. From Achike’s face, she knew his own fear was growing.
“I don’t know if your sister did,” Kokumo admitted. Achike glared at her. “I mean, maybe she did,” she stammered. “A lot of girls stay here on their way to Italy. Mama said she doesn’t want to take them there, but she doesn’t have a choice.”
“Whereabouts in Italy?” Achike asked her.
“Naples,” Kokumo replied.
Achike pushed open a door and found a room with papers on a desk. Kokumo gasped.
“You can’t go in there, that’s Mama’s room,” she protested, but Achike went in and shuffled through papers.
“Why did the police want your mother? What has she been doing?” Adeleke asked, turning on Kokumo, fixing her with narrowed eyes. “Where is my sister?”
Kokumo started to cry. Achike stopped, his hands full of papers, and Adeleke hesitated before she placed an arm around the girl’s shoulders. The gesture seemed to make Kokumo’s sobs heavier, tears splashing from her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she cried. “I really hope your sister wasn’t here. If she was, then -”
Achike and Adeleke looked at each other as Kokumo began to tell them everything.
Adeleke listened to Kokumo’s story with mounting horror. Achike’s face reflected her mood. He glowered angrily at the girl as she spoke between sobs. When she had finished, Achike frowned at Adeleke.
“Ikenna knew about this,” he said. “Your husband knew exactly where he was sending Sade, knew what he was sending her to do, and he did nothing to stop it. He sent her to work as a prostitute just so he could make a bit of money.”
“I didn’t know,” Adeleke said. She felt shame and guilt wash over her.
She felt sick at the thought of it. Ikenna had sent Sade to Europe to earn money through sex and had never given any indication to her. He had never shown any hesitation, any remorse or guilt as he sold the trip, lied to her and her parents. The thought he had deceived them all rankled her.
Achike leaned forward, grasping Kokumo’s arms in a tight grip. She winced and let out a cry, but he did not relinquish his hold on her.
“Tell me where your mother takes the girls,” he demanded.
Kokumo wriggled, trying to escape his grasp. Adeleke raised a hand and before she could stop herself, she had slapped the crying girl hard across the face.
“Tell him,” Adeleke shouted.
Kokumo seemed stunned and stopped crying.
“I don’t know the exact address,” she said. “Just that she takes them to a town called Destra Volturno. That’s all I know, I swear. Please, just let me go.”
Achike sighed and loosened his grip. She shrugged away from him and backed into a corner. She eyed them with wide, frightened eyes.
“Mama is sick,” Kokumo said. “Very sick. She says she won’t last until the trial.”
Adeleke almost felt sorry for the girl. Mama Jumoke deserved her sickness, she thought.
“I have to go to Italy,” Achike decided. Adeleke gasped, turning to him open-mouthed. “I’ll sell my house and book a ticket. I have to find Sade.”
“But -”
“I’m going to find her and bring her home,” Achike said.
From the corner, the girl whispered words that shook Adeleke to her core.
“Nobody ever comes home once Mama takes them to Italy,” Kokumo said.




CHAPTER SIXTY

Outside the house, Adeleke looked at the determination in Achike’s eyes and sighed.
“I might be able to help you,” she said. “If you’re going to Italy to save Sade, the least I can do is to help you get a ticket.”
“It’s not your fault this happened,” he said. “It’s your husband’s, not yours.”
“Maybe,” Adeleke said. She knew she would always blame herself, whatever anyone else said. “Ikenna can pay for your ticket to bring her home. It was him who sent her there in the first place.”
She took him back to the home she shared with her husband and his parents. The house was still empty. She led him into the study, where Ikenna kept his cash. She rifled through the drawers and found a metal box, the safe. Achike looked at her.
“Do you know how to open it?” he asked.
Adeleke thought of her husband ad how his mind worked. He was a selfish man. She tried his birthday as the combination and the door swung open. She smiled. The good thing about a selfish man, she thought, was that their self-centredness was predictable.
She took bundles of folded notes and gave them to Achike, and he filled his pockets until the safe was empty. Achike gasped, and she realised he must never have seen this amount of money before.
“You take this money and you go to Italy,” Adeleke said. “You find my sister and bring her home.”
Achike nodded.
“I will,” he promised, and Adeleke believed him as she looked into his eyes. He hesitated at the door. “What about you? When Ikenna finds the money gone -”
“Don’t worry,” Adeleke said, shaking her head. “I’ll take care of him.”
That night, long after Achike had left the house in a taxi bound for the airport, Adeleke was upstairs in the bedroom when she heard the front door open. She took a deep breath. Her suitcase lay open atop the bed, her clothes neatly folded and packed.
She had been waiting for him to return and now that he had, she realised she was no longer afraid of him. She heard the door to his study open and then a roar of anger.
Footsteps bounded across the hallway and pounded up the stairs. The bedroom door flew open, banging hard against the wall, almost crashing off its hinges. He stood in the doorway glaring at her.
His eyes drank in the suitcase, her defiant stance as she turned to face him.
“Where is it?” he shouted. “Where is my money?”
Adeleke squared her shoulders.
“Where’s my sister?” she asked.
Ikenna seemed nonplussed by the question, his anger too strong for him to comprehend that she might know something that he did not expect her to.
“What have you done?” Ikenna demanded.
He stomped into the room and reached for the suitcase, rifling through her neatly packed clothes as if hoping to find the stacks of notes hidden in the suitcase. He let out a curse and upended the suitcase, sending it off the bed to the floor.
“What are you playing at?” he asked, kicking out at the case.
“I could ask you the same thing,” Adeleke told him. “Except I know exactly what you’ve been playing at.”
“What are you -”
“I know that you’ve been tricking girls into swearing oaths of loyalty and then sending them off to Mama Jumoke,” Adeleke said. “You’ve been getting a nice fee for sending them over to Italy, knowing exactly what happens to them once they arrive there.”
Ikenna’s lips thinned with anger. If he was surprised that she knew everything, he did not show it.
“How dare -” he started towards her, but she held up a hand.
“Shut up,” she shouted at him.
Ikenna froze. There was no mistaking his shock. She had never spoken to him this way before. Adeleke wondered if anyone ever had.
“You sent my sister and God knows how many other girls to a living hell I don’t even want to imagine,” Adeleke said, feeling her own anger coursing through her. “They must be terrified, trapped in a living nightmare, and you stand there without a care. No remorse, no guilt, for anything that you’ve done.”
“You shut your mouth right now,” Ikenna said, his voice low and menacing. “You are my wife and you will act like it. Now, you will tell me where my money is right now, and then once it’s back in my safe, I will come back up here and beat you so fiercely you’ll be lucky to walk again. Do I make myself clear, you pathetic, feeble excuse of a wife?”
Adeleke did not cower as she usually did when faced with his anger.
“Your money is gone, and you’ll never see a penny of it again,” she told him, enjoying the horror twist his features.
It was her turn to take a step forward, emboldened by his silence.
“And as for beating me, I would advise you against it, dear husband, because any minute now the police will be bursting through our front door to arrest you for your part in trafficking girls in the sex industry.”
Ikenna was speechless as he eyed her as he never had done before. Perhaps it was fear, she thought. Whatever it was, she did not want to look at his face for any longer than she had to.
“Now, I’m going to pack the rest of my things and leave this house,” Adeleke told him, bending to pick up the suitcase that lay on the floor. “The next time you’ll hear from me is when I send you our divorce papers for you to sign.”
Ikenna remained silent as he watched her pack. His veins throbbed dangerously in his forehead and on his neck. Adeleke wondered if he was about to have a heart attack.
“I’ll have the papers sent to you in prison,” Adeleke told him. “As I expect you’ll be spending quite a significant amount of time there for the crimes you’ve committed.”
She finished packing and zipped up the suitcase.
The sound seemed to bring Ikenna back to his senses. Adeleke felt her body tense as she wheeled her suitcase along the floor and walked past him. He did not try to stop her. She felt herself breath out with relief when she left the bedroom safely.
Perhaps something had broken with her husband. She certainly hoped that it had. Then he would get a small taste of what he had put her through, of what he had put countless other girls through.
Alas, her husband could not even be dignified in defeat.
She heard the scuff of his shoes on the floor as he came up behind her. She did not have time to react, to brace herself for the blow, before his fist collided with the back of her head. She flew forwards, tripping, panic flaring inside of her.
Ikenna was swearing at her, cursing her, as he pummelled any inch of her body that he could. He kicked aside the suitcase that had clattered to the floor in the struggle and Adeleke backed against the wall.
“I will end your life tonight,” Ikenna screamed at her, spit flying from his mouth, his eyes glittering with anger. “God is my witness, I will bury you, woman.”
Adeleke felt blood trickling down her face and her skull seared with pain.
Ikenna paused only to crack his knuckles and smile maliciously at her before he bore down on her again. Adeleke was ready for him. She put her hands to his chest and pushed with all her might, throwing herself at him, putting all her strength into it.
At the top of the stairs, Ikenna stumbled, caught off guard. She had never fought back. He had not been expecting it.
His eyes widened in panic and his hands grappled at thin air as he toppled down the stairs backwards. There was satisfying crunch after crunch as he hit the stairs and kept rolling until he lay spread out on the floor, his body crumpled, a pool of blood seeping across the tiles beneath his head.
Adeleke stood atop the stairs and looked down at her dead husband. Sirens blared in the distance, growing steadily louder as they approached. She did not move, did not make any effort to go downstairs or to open the door to admit them.
Watching her husband’s body twitch in death, Adeleke began to cry with relief. The tears were falling from her face as the front door crashed open, the door splintering away from its hinges, and men in blue police uniforms swarmed into her home.
“He’s dead,” she told them, as if they could have mistaken him for anything else. “He’s dead,” she repeated. “He’s dead.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

The plane bounced on the tarmac of the runway, jolting Achike in his seat, and he gripped the armrest tightly, his knuckles white with the effort, his jaw clenched, the brakes of the plane screeching loudly, until finally the plane slowed and Achike could breathe again.
It was his first time on a plane and the woman in the seat beside him, with greying hair, flawless coffee-coloured skin, and an embroidered red shawl around her shoulders, seemed to have noticed it.
“Don’t worry love,” the Italian woman said, in clipped English. “We’re here now.”
Achike smiled at the woman, who patted his forearm reassuringly, before she returned her attention to her husband, who was still asleep and drooling in his seat.
The captain announced their arrival over the loudspeakers and Achike’s relief at landing safely was short-lived, his fear over Sade and what he might find when he reached his destination now returning.
He helped the woman get her bags from the overheard locker, her thanks ringing in his ears, and then followed the other passengers off the plane and through the airport. His nerves were growing as he went through passport control and when he stepped outside of the airport, he was trembling in anticipation.
The thought of seeing Sade, holding her close to him and rescuing her, was obscured by the fear that he may not find her, that something would go wrong, or that she had disappeared where he could never again find her.
He joined the queue for the taxis and after two attempts managed to get one to take him to Destra Volturno. The taxi driver spoke only Italian and so they did not talk, the music from the radio filling the car. Achike tried to relax, tried to reassure himself that he would find Sade, that he would keep his promises to Bunmi and Adeleke and bring her home.
The sun was already setting as the taxi dropped him off and Achike checked into a motel for the night. He lay down on the thin mattress, trying to get some sleep, but knowing that Sade could be so close by, he could not relax enough to close his eyes, let alone find comfort in dreams.
When morning finally dawned, Achike checked out and walked down the highway, not sure where he should go or where to look for her. He could hardly ask somebody, and even if he knew what to ask them, everybody spoke Italian, their voices loud and emotive, alien to him. He wondered how scared Sade must have been upon arriving, and knew that he had to try harder.
A few girls appeared walked down the road and he could see from their faces, hear in their voices, that they were Nigerian. A few of them looked him up and down, one smiled at him invitingly, and Achike hesitated.
Perhaps they knew Sade, he thought.
Another girl came towards him. She wore a black skirt and tight vest, her low heels kicking up dust from the arid ground at her feet. She looked at him. Her eyes widened.
“Sade,” he said.
He could not believe it.
She stopped in her tracks as if unable to move. Her shock must have been even greater than his. She did not appear to know what to do or what to say.
“Achike?” she managed, as if she must be mistaken, as if this was just a dream.
Achike smiled. He had found her.
Sade took a step toward, then another. He saw her whole body was shaking.
He opened his arms for her, and she threw herself against him. He embraced her, holding her close to him, as her shoulders began to shake and she sobbed into his chest, tears sliding down her face, as she let out a cry, whether of despair or joy he could not tell.




CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO



Achike held Sade close to him and murmured reassurances to her as she continued to sob into his chest.
His heart had skipped a beat when he had seen her, realised that it was her. He had spent the night worrying about not finding her, and when he had found her, he had begun to worry that something might have changed between them.
She slid from his arms and looked at him. Her eyes drank him in, still wet with tears, her lip trembling with the effort of keeping her composure.
“I can’t believe it’s really you,” she told him.
He heard the relief in her voice.
“I can’t believe that I found you,” Achike admitted.
“How?” Sade asked, shaking her head. “Why? What -”
She trailed off, perhaps too many questions for her to ask all at once.
Achike smiled.
Her smile faltered and she looked down at the ground.
“I have to tell you something,” she said to him. Her voice trembled with emotion, though she had tried to hide it. She opened her mouth, but she did not say anything. Perhaps she did not know how to, did not know where to start.
“I know what happened,” Achike admitted. Sade looked surprised, but she could not quite meet his eyes. She blushed. Was she ashamed? Was she embarrassed that he should know such things about her? He wanted to reassure her, to make it clear that it was not her fault, that she had no cause to feel that way. “Sade, I’m sorry. If I had known what was happening here, if we had known what Ikenna had done, then -”
Sade shook her head.
“You don’t need to apologise to me,” Sade said. Her voice was soft, quiet, exactly as he remembered it. He looked at her, taking in her appearance. It had been two years since he had last seen her and she was a young woman now, not the girl he had remembered. She was slim, a little too thin, her cheekbones a little too pronounced. Her hair was longer, unkempt, and the Sade he remembered would never have worn such an outfit, showing off her figure, highlighting that she was indeed now a woman and no girl.
Yet despite the changes, she was very much the same Sade. Her eyes, the curve of her lips, and he remembered the softness of them against his own.
She looked at him, her eyes meeting his. He saw the longing in them.
“I didn’t want you to know,” she admitted, her voice almost a whisper. “I wanted you to think of me having a perfect life here, not -” she shook her head, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Not knowing what I’ve become.”
“You did what you had to do to survive,” Achike told her. “You’re still Sade. You’re still you, the bright, beautiful, perfect girl that I gave my heart to.”
Sade did not meet his eye, though he knew that she had reacted to his words. She glanced at him and took a step backwards, as if afraid of allowing herself to be close to him.
“Bunmi,” she said, throwing the word at him. She did not sound angry, but he knew that she must have found out about his marriage. He thought of her trapped here, her heart broken by the thought that he had married her sister. She looked at him, and he saw the defiance that had always been within her. “You married her, didn’t you?”
Achike nodded. It was his turn to look down at his feet.
“Your mother wanted it,” he said, and he almost laughed at the look on Sade’s face.
“After all those years of keeping us apart,” she protested, her earlier anger replaced by shock that her mother could have had such a change of heart.
“I got a better labouring job after you left,” Achike explained to her. Curiosity had won out for Sade and he knew she was clinging to every word he spoke. “My mother passed away,” he told her, and Sade looked sad at the news, offering him her condolences. “My father discussed things with your parents, and they arranged the marriage. I didn’t have any control over the matter, and neither did Bunmi.”
Sade nodded, but she did not speak, still not meeting his eyes.
“I begged my father to let me marry you,” Achike admitted. He thought of the tears and the promises he had offered to his father if he could wait for Sade to return, but his father had been steadfast. “You know how your mother is when she sets her mind to something,” he said, hoping to get a laugh, or at least for her to smile in remembrance, but Sade did not react to his remark. “We were married, Bunmi and I,” he finished, with a soft sigh.
They were silent for a long while. Sade seemed not to know what to say to him, though he was sure she must have a hundred or more questions left for him, just as he had for her.
“Do you and Bunmi have children?” Sade asked.
He heard in her voice the uncertainty, the fear, that she was dreading the answer and yet was desperate to hear it.
Achike felt a ball in the back of his throat as he thought of Bunmi’s son. He had only held his lifeless body for a brief time, before Bunmi’s mother had taken him away. It did not do to dwell on things that could not be changed, she had told him at the time, the first time he had ever heard his mother-in-law speak with such tenderness, such sadness, in her voice.
“She was going to have a son,” Achike told her. Sade looked up at him, her eyes meeting his for a second. He tried to keep the emotion out of his voice, but he heard the slight tremble and wondered if she heard it too. “He wasn’t mine, but I would’ve raised him as if he was, but...he didn’t survive the birth.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sade whispered.
She sounded genuinely sorry for him, and Achike took a deep breath.
“Bunmi didn’t survive the birth either,” he told her.
Fresh tears welled up in Sade’s eyes and she nodded in understanding, though she did not speak for a long while as she processed the news. She turned from him, her hands going to her face. Her shoulders shook, and then she turned to him, her eyes red and brimming with tears, but her jaw set, her composure back in place.
He wondered why she was hiding her emotions from him. Had she coped here by putting up such a wall that he could not break through it? Or had too much happened now, so that he was almost a stranger to her?
His heart ached at the thought of that, and he longed to hold her close to him again, to keep her safe and protected, but he made no move towards her.
“When I came here, I was carrying your child,” Sade told him.
Her words were spoken quietly but he heard them as if she had shouted them to him, so powerful they were.
“A daughter,” Sade told him.
Achike remembered well their goodbye, their lips on each other’s, their bodies pressed together. He had thought of that moment every day since she had left him. Even when he had tried not to, his subconscious would not let it fade.
The thought that he had a daughter…he did not know what to ask first, did not know how he should react. He thought of Sade, going through childbirth here, raising their daughter without him, going through this ordeal and all the time being a mother.
“They told me she was dead,” Sade spoke. He heard her voice, thick with emotion. “It was a difficult birth, and I didn’t -” She wiped her eyes again. “I didn’t know that it was a lie, not until a short time ago. I’m trying to find her now. I am going to find her.”
Achike nodded.
“We’ll find her together,” he told her.
Hope blossomed in his chest. He reached for her hand, but she took a step backwards.
“Sade?” he asked.
Sade’s lips trembled as she looked at him.
“I can’t come with you,” she said, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I have a son.”
“A son,” Achike repeated. He did not ask how, or who the father was, for it did not matter to him. All he wanted was to make sure Sade was safe. “Bring him with you, Sade, of course, but we have to go. You can’t stay here. I won’t leave you here.”
Sade looked at him. For the first time, he saw hope flicker in her eyes.
“Achike,” she whispered. “Why did you come here?”
Her voice was thick with emotion now.
There was no mistaking the longing, the desperation, in every word.
“I came here for you, Sade,” he told her.
He took a step towards her. Then another.
This time she did not back away.
“I love you, Sade,” Achike told her. “I always have done, and I always will do.”
Sade wept and Achike slid an arm around her slim frame and gently held her as she cried. He felt all the emotions pour from her then. Her body shook but he held her, as he had longed to do ever since he had waved goodbye to her.
“I love you too, Achike.”
Her words were quiet in his ear, but he knew that she meant them.
Achike felt his heart soar in that moment. He had spent so many days and nights longing to hear her speak those words, had dreamt about them, had ached for them.
“I’ve always loved you,” Sade told him, her lips caressing the hollow of his neck near his Adam’s apple as she spoke. “I dreamt of you, I longed for you.”
“I’m here, Sade,” Achike promised her. “This time, I’ll never let you go, I promise.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Kwento had been watching Sade.
He saw her embrace the stranger, a man he had never seen before but who Sade clearly knew. Perhaps he was from her past life. He watched them for a while. She was no threat to him nor to his father.
She was desirable, but it took more than that to excite him now. There were plenty of pretty girls that he could choose from. He imagined killing her. The mother of his own brother. It would be poetic, he thought, but he could not get excited at the idea.
He had found far more satisfaction in destroying the girls who had captured his father’s attention, and though Sade certainly had, he knew that Sade was nothing to him. His father did not care about her or their child. He was captivated by her only to punish her for daring to have his child and for trying to escape. Taking her life would not be stealing anything from his father, would not be robbing him of anything and so Kwento was fast losing interest.
He was no longer starved of his dark cravings as he had been before. Bimpe had once unleashed his pent-up desires but now he did not need her guidance nor her permission to seek out his victims.
Since Princess there had been several girls. He was careful not to pick girls who were connected to the house, lest Bimpe find out and get her knickers in a twist. The last thing he needed was her trying to mother him.
He found it laughable that she thought his father would ever be interested in her. She was delusional. It would be tragic if it didn’t amuse him so much.
Tiring of watching, he turned his back on Sade and her mystery man and traipsed down the highway towards the house. He imagined that his refusal to kill Sade would tip Bimpe over the edge and that entertained him more than killing her would have.
Yes, he decided, as he lit a cigarette. He would let her live just to spite Bimpe.
He walked into the house and enjoyed the weary looks of the girls as they lowered their eyes as if it made them invisible to him. The courtyard and the kitchen were empty. He found Bimpe in her bedroom, standing in front of her floor-length mirror, hand-on-hip modelling a dress that was intended for someone several sizes smaller than her. She must have known how awful she looked, Kwento thought, for her lower lip trembled.
He had not bothered to knock and Bimpe cried out, blushing with embarrassment that he had caught her at such a vulnerable moment.
“I wasn’t expecting you,” she stammered, as she snatched her leopard print dressing gown from her bed and struggled into it to hide the revealing outfit beneath. She swept a few strands of hair from her face.
Kwento shrugged. He did not need to make an appointment.
He did not close the bedroom door. He did not care if her stupid sister heard anything. He had decided on the walk over here that he would tell Bimpe his decision at once.
“I’m not going to kill her,” he said. He said it matter of fact.
Bimpe glanced anxiously to the open door. Kwento smiled. She was so predictable.
“What do you mean?” she hissed. She looked more annoyed than upset. She glowered at him and her body seemed to swell with frustration. “I thought we had an understanding.”
“We did,” Kwento said. “But I can’t be bothered. She’s no fun.”
“No fun?” Bimpe repeated. She looked torn between concern and annoyance. She came around the bed and put a hand to each of his shoulders. He wondered if she was trying to be motherly. “Listen, it doesn’t matter if it’s fun. Life is always fun. This is necessary.”
Kwento smiled. He knew it would annoy her.
“You know what will happen if we don’t take care of her, don’t you?” Bimpe threatened.
“Nothing will happen,” Kwento told her. Bimpe opened her mouth, but Kwento talked over her. “My dad will keep beating her and ignoring her kid just like he does now. He’ll keep ignoring me just like he’s always done. He’ll still forget you even exist, and you’ll still fantasise that one day he’ll give you a second look, just the same as always.” Bimpe’s mouth dropped open in shock at his words. Kwento kept going, enjoying himself. His words hurt her, and he relished that. “Nothing will change. I could kill Sade and every girl in this house and my dad still wouldn’t want you.”
“Don’t you say such things,” Bimpe gasped.
“He will never marry you,” Kwento said. “He goes for pretty girls, and you’re the opposite. He was drunk when he bedded you and I’ll bet he regretted it the second it happened. You’ll never be his wife. You’ll never be my mother.”
Bimpe was on the verge of tears now.
“Besides, you weren’t very motherly when you got down on your knees for me, were you?” he reminded her, and her cheeks reddened. He took a step closer to her. “I know how much I look like my dad, is that why you did it? Did you want to pretend I was him? Perhaps if you get on the bed, I’ll do you out of pity. Let’s face it, it’s the closest you’ll ever get to being with him.”
Bimpe slapped him hard across the face. He had not expected that. She had acted far quicker than he had thought. The palm of her hand stung his cheek and he felt stupid for a second, as if he were just a child that had gone too far.
He wondered if she would lecture him, but her beady eyes became watery.
“I’m sorry,” she said at once. She looked mortified by what she had done. She reached out for him and pulled him close against her. He pushed her away, harder than he had intended. She stumbled backwards and grabbed the corner of the bed as she crashed to the floor.
“Please,” she cried. Tears rolled down her fat cheeks. “I just want what’s best for you, for your father. I know it’s hard, but -”
Kwento sneered down at her. She was beyond pathetic.
“You’ve done all this for him, and he still doesn’t even know you exist,” he laughed.
Bimpe did not try to stand up, just looked up at him with wet cheeks and a quivering mouth. Kwento stepped over to her and was pleased that she cowered.
“Please,” Bimpe begged.
Kwento crouched down beside her. His lips were just inches from hers.
“If you ever slap me again, you’ll be the next one to burn in that oil drum,” he whispered. He heard her breath catch in her chest, saw the colour drain from her face. “I’d have to cut you up first to fit you in it, though,” he gave a short bark of laughter. “But I’d do it, trust me.”
He straightened up and left the room. In the doorway he looked back at her, trembling on the floor. He would not hurt her, not now anyway. He owed her some gratitude for releasing the darkness that had been trapped inside of him. He closed the door behind him and heard her muffled sobbing. It made him smile as he left the flat.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Benis knew something was wrong at once. She had been busy dealing with one of the girls causing mischief and when she had come back downstairs, she had heard Bimpe crying even through the closed bedroom door.
She had gone into her room and found Bimpe sprawled on the floor, her face buried into the duvet at the foot of her bed. Her hideous dressing gown flapped open revealing an outfit that would not have been out of place at a bordello.
“What on earth is going on?” she demanded of her sister.
Bimpe looked up, her face streaked with mascara, but could not pull herself together long enough to answer the question. Benis gave her a minute but still her sister was making no sense. She crouched down and slapped her sister across the face to bring her back to her senses. Bimpe was stunned into silence. She snivelled but the crying had stopped.
“Now will you tell me what this is all about,” Benis persisted.
Bimpe wiped her face with the palms of her hands, smearing the running mascara all over her cheeks. She looked a state. Benis had not seen her like this in years. Not since her marriage had started to fall apart.
“Talk to me,” Benis said, coaxingly.
Bimpe took a deep breath and finally started to talk. Benis listened with mounting horror. She was sure her sister left out some details. Perhaps she was too embarrassed to recount every single mistake of which there seemed to be thousands.
“You fool,” Benis said when she was finished. She shook her head, almost lost for words at the stupidity of her twin. “How many girls has he killed?”
Bimpe shook her head. Tears threatened once more.
“I don’t know,” she admitted with a sniff. “Just three that I know of, but I’m sure there are more. All those stories about missing girls. Maybe they’re all down to him. I thought I could keep him under control. I thought when I was his step-”
Benis was in shock at the depths of depravity her sister had sunk. All for a man who did not think twice about her.
“Oh, shut up with that nonsense,” Benis shouted. “You will never be his stepmother. You will never be a part of Kelechi’s life in any way that you want. For goodness sake why are you the only one who can’t see that?”
Bimpe swallowed down a sob.
“I love him,” she managed, in a strangled voice.
Benis took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. Her pulse was racing. Her heart was practically beating out of her chest with the stress her sister was causing her.
“He doesn’t love you,” Benis shouted. “He never has done. He never will do.”
Her cheeks were burning with frustration. Bimpe looked defeated. Benis would have felt sorry for her if she had not caused so much trouble with her unrequited crush.
“It’s like Gabriel all over again,” Bimpe whimpered.
Benis froze. It was a rare occasion that Bimpe ever mentioned her husband’s name. A creeping sense of unease came over her once again.
“What do you mean?”
Bimpe sniffled, looking panicked, as if she had said too much.
“Nothing,” she shook her head.
Benis wondered again whether she knew the whole story about Bimpe and Gabriel’s marriage. She thought of Gabriel’s womanising ways. She thought of his last words. I won’t let you get away with this. Had his words been aimed at Bimpe rather than Benis, as she had always believed? She did not like to think ill of her sister, but she could not stop herself.
“Tell me,” Benis coaxed her. “You know you can confide in me.”
Bimpe hesitated. She looked crumpled, much as she had done after their father’s death, after news of Winnifred’s pregnancy had started to spread around town.
“It was me,” Bimpe said dully. “I killed her.”
“Killed who?” Benis asked, alarm bells ringing in her head.
No, she thought, it could not be...
“Winnifred,” Bimpe replied.
Benis put a hand to her chest, the shock almost too much for her already put-upon heart. She thought back to all those years ago, scrabbling to piece it all together.
“How?” Benis stammered, at a loss.
Bimpe shrugged and clambered up from the floor. She sat heavily on the end of the bed. She did not cry as she retold her the story.
“It was after daddy’s funeral,” Bimpe told her, her voice quiet. It seemed to be a relief for her to be sharing a secret after so long, but for Benis it was mortifying. “I’d heard from those awful cows that Winnifred was pregnant, and I couldn’t cope with it. Gabriel was mine. I just didn’t understand how she could be so brazen as to try and steal my husband.”
“After the ceremony, you went home,” Benis recalled, her throat dry. “I spent hours worrying about you, thinking about what I should do. That’s when I decided that you had to leave him, that you needed a fresh start.”
She remembered the agonising indecision she had felt that day, battling with her conscience until she had decided she had to rescue her sister.
“Yes, well, I didn’t go home. I couldn’t,” Bimpe said. She gave her sister an apologetic look, but it did not quite reach her eyes. Bimpe sighed. “I went to Winnifred’s house. I had to find out if it was true. I knew Gabriel would leave me if it was.”
“Why would you want to stay married to a man like that?”
“I loved him,” Bimpe snapped, and quickly fought to compose herself. “He was mine. Winnifred answered the door and had the cheek to call me a bad wife. She said awful things, truly vile. I was his wife and she was the whore, and yet the way she spoke to me, it was as if it were the other way around.”
She spat the words out, the memories making her turn bitter. Benis had not seen this side of her sister and found it truly shocking to see her true nature beneath the veneer of helplessness.
“She kept telling me that Gabriel loved her, and that he knew about the baby, that he was going to end our marriage and move in with her,” Bimpe said. She was on the verge of tears, shaking as if reliving the argument. “I just wanted her to stop talking, to stop those horrible lies spewing out of her tramp mouth.” She took a deep breath and composed herself again. Benis watched her sister, almost as fascinated as she was horrified. Bimpe went on.
“I picked up one of her garish ornaments and hit her. I didn’t realise how hard until she fell, and then I was just so angry,” Bimpe said, shaking again. “I hit her until she stopped moving. There was blood everywhere. I knew she was dead. I ran out to the car and drove home. I was sick the second I got through the door over what I’d done.”
“The car,” Benis murmured. She was shocked by her sister’s confession. “You used Gabriel’s car. That’s why the police thought he killed her. The neighbours saw his car outside and thought he’d done it.”
“I didn’t plan for that,” Bimpe said quickly. Benis did not know whether to believe her.
All of these years, Benis had thought she had rescued her sister from a violent, homicidal maniac. Now she wondered if she had not done exactly what Bimpe had hoped she would.
“I was in such a state, and that’s when you arrived,” Bimpe said. “You said that I couldn’t spend another minute with Gabriel, that I deserved better, and all the while you were packing and ranting, all I could think of was what I’d done, and that I’d done it for him.”
“You didn’t want to leave him?” Benis asked, incredulous. “Then why did you let me kill him for you?”
She felt sick at what she was hearing. She could not digest such awful truths.
“When Gabriel came home, I knew that he had found Winnifred dead,” Bimpe said, as if her sister had not spoken. “He was angrier than I’d ever seen him. I knew then that Winnifred had been right. He loved her, not me. He knew I’d killed her, and he wanted me dead.”
Benis remembered how furious he had been. He had beaten them both, but it was only because Benis had kept coming between them, trying to stop what she believed was an unprovoked and violent assault against her sister.
She thought of his final words, when she had finally gained the upper hand.
You won’t get away with this. He had been talking to Bimpe, not her. He had spoken of Winnifred’s murder, not his own.
Benis felt sick at the thought. Bimpe had kept such a secret for so many years.
“I didn’t think you would want to know the truth,” Bimpe said, by way of an apology. “After he was dead, and we were running, I thought it was better to let you think you’d saved me from a psychopath. He would have killed me that night, though. You really did save me.”
Benis did not take comfort from her words. She was too shocked.
Bimpe was silent for a long while. She seemed to have recovered from her encounter with Kwento and was already burying her dark secret in the recesses of her memory once more. Benis wondered at how easily Bimpe could switch off her guilt, if she had any.
“What do we do now?” Bimpe lamented.
She looked up at her sister questioningly. Benis gritted her teeth. She was having palpitations. Her sister was so needy and yet so ruthless. She created a mess and expected her to fix it. Even after everything she had done, all that she had put Benis through, she needed more.
Perhaps even Benis could not fix this.
“You pull yourself together for a start,” Benis snapped. Her mind was racing as fast as her pulse. She needed time to think things through. Time she may not have. “Go to the salon or something. Keep up pretences. I’ll think of something.”
Bimpe did not argue. She rose from the bed with a heave, but Benis did not offer any help, turning from her sister and leaving the room. She could not be around her right now whilst the urge to strangle her twin was almost overwhelming.
Benis lit a cigarette in the kitchen and realised her hands were shaking. Her head was pounding. Whatever she decided, Benis knew she had to tread carefully.
Her life depended on it and not just because Kelechi’s wrath would be unstoppable should he ever find out what Bimpe and Kwento had done.
Kwento was equally as dangerous as his father, and now she had a creeping fear of her sister too. She realised she was relieved when Bimpe left the flat, any trace of her earlier tears vanished.
She still struggled to believe what her own sister was capable of. Benis had always believed herself to be the ruthless one, the evil twin, if there were truth to such old wives’ tales, but now she knew that her actions paled in comparison to Bimpe’s.
Her chest ached as she remembered the events of that night, when she had changed her life forever in what she had thought was a selfless gesture to protect her sister.
Whatever Bimpe claimed, Benis questioned whether Winnifred’s murder had truly been a mistake, a murder committed in the heat of passion. She thought of Dalia and the other girls. They had been cold and calculated.
Benis wondered if her sister would ever turn on her. She thought of Winnifred, of Dalia, and knew at once that Bimpe would stop at nothing to get what she wanted.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

It had been with great reluctance that Sade had left Achike on the highway and returned to the house. She did not want to leave him, felt her heart willing her to remain with him, and yet she had kissed him goodbye on the cheek and walked back to the house with a heavy heart.
It was not goodbye she had reminded herself.
“I’ll be waiting here,” Achike had told her. “Today. Tomorrow, and the next day, and the next, until I can bring you away from this terrible place. Until I can bring you home.”
Sade had heard the promise in his voice, knew that he would indeed be true to his word. Seeing him again…she could hardly believe that he had found her, that he had held her in his arms, that he was really in Italy. They had spoken of so much, or rather Achike had spoken, told her more of Bunmi’s death, of her dying wish that he must find her and follow his heart, of the role Adeleke had played in helping him find her.
Sade listened raptly, reminded of when they had spent hours together, sharing stories and jokes and playing, and yet she had shared little of what had befallen her. She was embarrassed, was afraid that Achike would not see her in the same way, that his adoring eyes would no longer sparkle when he looked at her, should he know how many men had used her, how she had given up feeling, how she let her mind separate itself from her body now so that she might be detached from her experiences.
She had told him of Ife’s death, and he had lamented the loss. She had told him little of the house and the people who resided within its walls. When she left, she never wanted to remember it, did not want Achike’s thoughts to spend even a second lingering on such a place.
Now that she knew that escape was so close, Sade knew that she must find out where her daughter was. She could not leave without her.
She knew that the Fatusi sisters held the key to where her daughter was, that they must hold some of the answers she longed for, and it took all her strength to stop from launching herself through their front door and confronting them.
No, she had to repeat to herself. It would serve no purpose to barge in there and demand to know what had happened to her baby. They would deny it, throw her out, call Kelechi and have her beaten. Or worse, she thought, they would do something to her child, would move her, would make it harder for her to find her.
They did not know that she knew the truth yet and Sade was well-aware that she had to keep it this way until she could figure out where her daughter was and how to get to her.
She did not have to wait long for her chance.
Bimpe had gone out, running a nervous hand through her hair. She looked a mess and did not even cast a glance in her direction as she swung her large handbag and even larger hips out of the front door. Sade watched her go and then hurried upstairs. She found Orisa, a girl who had been at the house just a few months and promised her a third of her earnings for the next week, if she did her this favour. Orisa agreed without asking any questions.
Sade slipped down the stairs and was leaning nonchalantly against the wall when the shouting started.
“You’ve been touching my stuff,” Orisa started yelling.
“No, I haven’t, crazy girl,” Queenie screamed back.
Queenie was a quick-tempered girl and she would not take an accusation like that without a fight, just as Sade had predicted. Just as she had hoped.
Benis hurried across the courtyard at once, looking apoplectic and distracted, cursing her job, braids falling over her shoulder, as she went to deal with the commotion upstairs as Orisa and Queenie’s argument continued.
Sade waited for Benis’s back to be turned and then dove across the courtyard and into the Fatusi sisters flat. Benis had not locked the door, focused on stopping the fight, and Sade looked around the room, her pulse racing.
She did not know how long she had to find what she needed to.
There were papers on the kitchen table. Sade glanced at them, knowing that she would not have time to read through them all. Her eyes fell on the mobile phone on top of a particularly large stack.
Benis, in her haste, had left it behind.
Sade snatched it up. The screen was locked.
Face not recognised the error message flashed up.
Sade groaned inwardly. Of course, she thought.
She looked around the room, phone still clasped in her sweaty palms, and saw a picture of the two sisters. It was a recent photo and Sade picked it up, holding the phone up so that it scanned Benis’s face. She hoped that this would work.
The phone lit up, recognising Benis’s face from the photograph.
She replaced the framed picture and scrolled through the phone. She did not know exactly what or who she was looking for, but she knew roughly when it must have taken place. Her daughter had been gone by the time Sade had woken, and she had not been out cold for more than a few hours.
The text messages were mostly from Kelechi or Bimpe. Sade wondered if Benis had any friends here, but she doubted it. The woman was not exactly likeable, and she did not seem the type for girl-talk, or indeed any kind of talk.
There was a text-chain from a contact entitled BUYER. She read through the exchange, her blood running cold as she did.
This was it, she thought.
BUYER and Benis must have already negotiated the price for her daughter before they started exchanging text messages. Sade briefly wondered how Benis had even gone about selling a new-born baby, sickened at such a thought.
She read further. They had arranged for the drop-off at a café north of Naples. It was not enough, Sade knew. She needed to know where her daughter was now, not where she had been.
Orisa and Queenie’s raised voices were still drifting out from the house and Benis’s voice had joined them demanding quiet. A slap rang out, followed by another, and they fell silent.
Sade’s heart hammered.
She was almost out of time.
She re-read the messages, but nothing jumped out at her.
Opening other apps, Sade struggled to steady the phone in her shaking hands.
She could not hear Orisa or Queenie now. Benis could walk through the door any second.
There was only one thing left to do.
Sade brought up the contact details for BUYER and pressed dial.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

“Hello?”
The phone had only rung twice before the woman answered.
Sade did not know what to say. She did not know who she had expected to answer, but this woman’s voice had not been it.
“Hello?” Sade stammered.
She wanted to scream at this woman. Do you have my baby? Where is my daughter?
“I told you not to call me again,” the woman said, her tone clipped. Sade wondered if she thought this was Benis calling her. Yes, she must, Sade thought. She was using her phone.
The woman continued without being prompted.
“I don’t know what you’re trying to play at,” she hissed, lowering her voice so Sade strained to hear her down the line. “I paid your sister the money. I told you to delete my number so there’s no trace, so that nobody can find us. You’ll get the rest of your money once the trade is finished.”
The woman paused.
She was waiting for Sade to speak, to say something.
Sade swallowed hard.
She had to be honest, she had to know where her daughter was.
Before she could speak –
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Benis screamed behind her.
Sade dropped the phone as she jumped, spinning around. The mobile clattered to the floor.
“Hello?” the woman’s voice came through the speaker. “What’s going on?”
Benis looked from the phone and then up to Sade’s face, her eyes widening in realisation.
“Oh, you silly, foolish little girl,” Benis chided her.
She stepped into the kitchen and slammed the door shut behind her.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

Sade dived for the phone and her fingers closed around it before Benis could reach it. Benis had the strength, but Sade was thin and lean, so she pressed her advantage. She flew through an open door and slammed it shut behind her.
Something heavy slammed into the door a second later and Sade wondered if Benis had thrown herself at it. She clicked the lock on the door, but Benis was banging at it, enraged.
Sade was in a bedroom. It must have belonged to Benis, she thought. It was neat and organised. A laptop lay on the bed, the screen open.
“What’s going on?” the woman demanded down the phone. “What are you playing at?”
“I want my daughter back,” Sade told her.
She had spoken clearly, her voice determined. She was not going to play games.
“Your daughter?” the woman asked, surprised. “Your daughter?”
Sade gritted her teeth.
Yes, my daughter, she wanted to scream at her.
“What is this?” the woman asked. She sounded nervous now. “Who is this?”
“You have my daughter,” Sade told her. “And I want her back. Tell me where she is.”
The line was silent for a moment.
Sade held her breath.
The line disconnected.
Benis continued to pound at the door, shaking it in its frame. Sade wondered if the woman was strong enough to break it down with her fists. If she charged at it, threw her weight behind it, then Sade thought it was entirely possible.
She almost threw the phone against the wall, but she controlled herself.
Turning her attention to the laptop, she sat down on the end of the bed. She pulled it towards her, relieved that this was not password-protected.
Before she could do anything, the door flew open, the lock splintering as Benis fell into the room, dripping in sweat, her face red and blotchy with rage.
“You’re in big trouble, you little bitch,” Benis screamed at her.
Sade backed into the corner of the bedroom. The crash of the door still rang in her ears. Benis had almost fallen on top of the bed as she had burst into the room and she grabbed at the wall now to steady herself.
Her whole body was shaking with rage. Her face was a dangerous red, her huge bosom heaving as she tried to regain her breath and sweat dripped from her face. Her braids hung about her face.
“Oh, you are in for a world of pain,” Benis panted, shaking her head. “When I tell Kelechi what you’ve done, he’ll skin you and hang you out to dry like a pair of used panties.”
Sade did not doubt for a second that she was right.
If she was here when Kelechi got back, she thought.
Benis reached for the phone that lay on the bed. She was still muttering threats under her breath as she searched for his number.
“Oh…where is…stupid phone…why…”
Her gasps became longer, her chest still heaving, her face still growing more and more red. Sade knew that something was wrong. Benis knew it too. Her eyes widened with fear.
“Don’t just…stand there,” Benis grunted. Her eyes fixed on Sade.
Sade saw the fear in her eyes.
“Get me…get water,” Benis managed.
She tripped, grabbing the bed with one hand as her knees hit the floor with a crack. She let out a moan, one hand on her chest above her heart, her beady eyes popping.
“Water,” Benis repeated.
Sade hesitated.
She walked over to the woman. There was no fear now.
“Please,” Benis pleaded.
“Where is my daughter?” Sade asked her. “Who has her now? Who was that woman?”
Benis’s eyes sought hers. Perhaps she hoped Sade would take pity on her.
She looked conflicted, but then she seemed to break.
“Maria Costello,” Benis said. “I researched her...just in case. You can never trust anyone online, so better to know...”
“What does she want with her?” Sade asked.
She dreaded the answer, but she needed to know.
“Sell her,” Benis struggled. She was still clutching at her chest, her breathing getting more ragged. Her face was almost purple now. “Not yet…but soon. She has a buyer in Turkey lined up.”
Sade knew that she was running out of time.
So was Benis.
“Water,” Benis begged her. “Please.”
Sade left the room.
Benis let out a stifled cry but Sade ignored her. The woman had shown no mercy to her, to Ife, to any of the other girls. She did not deserve any mercy from her.
Yet Sade was not like her, not like her sister. She retrieved a bottle of water and threw it on the bed for her. Benis’s eyes glistened with tears as she looked up at Sade.
“Where is this Maria woman?” Sade asked.
Benis murmured an address. An apartment number and a street in Naples was all she had. Sade wondered how her daughter had been so close all this time. She looked at Benis, struggling with the bottle.
Benis opened her mouth, as if to say something, but Sade turned and left.
The house was as it always was. There was no commotion, no sign that anyone knew what was happening in the Fatusi sisters’ flat. Nobody made a break for freedom, nobody ran amok.
Sade went upstairs and picked up her son from his cot. He had been sleeping but his eyes flew open as she cradled him against her.
Now was their time to run…now they had their chance to escape.
She glanced around the room, the cell, and saw nothing she wanted to bring with her. She hurried down the stairs. The hallway was deserted. Nothing standing in her way.
Reaching for the front door, Sade’s hand reached out for the handle.
So close…
She heard heavy boots on the concrete outside. Running. Towards her.
The front door crashed off its hinges and Sade let out a scream as a gun was jabbed into her face. A man in a helmet screamed at her in Italian. His blue uniform was emblazoned with POLIZIA in white.
He was shouting as he went further into the house. More officers swarmed inside. Sade crouched on the floor, shielding Mobo in her arms. Screams erupted from upstairs. Shouting and crying and the heavy footfall of the armed police.
Sade closed her eyes. She offered a silent prayer.
Perhaps God had heard her, or perhaps it was her lucky day.
The front door was unguarded. The officers stamped around the house, but nobody guarded the door. She thought of Achike, of her freedom, so close and yet…
She stood hesitantly, but nobody shouted out, nobody pointed a gun at her.
Sade reached the door, and then she was through it. The concrete scalded her bare feet. The gravel cut into her soles, but she kept going.
She was almost at the street when she heard the shouting.
Italian, and yet she knew what the order must be.
Stop.
Sade could not stop. She had to save her daughter. She ran, Mobo wide awake in her arms. She had to get away, had to stop Maria Costello from running with her daughter, disappearing into the underworld.
Stop. Again, the Italian shouted at her.
She reached the road.
Her back to the house, to the officers, she did not see the gun, did not see him pull the trigger.
BANG.
She heard the gunshot and a split-second later she felt it’s impact in the small of her back.
Pain, oh Lord, so much pain, and the grounded rushing up to meet her face, the sound of screams and the officers shouting in Italian and the heat of the tarmac on her face and then darkness.




CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

Benis clutched at the bottle of water and struggled with the lid. She tried to call after Sade, but she could barely make a sound. Noise erupted from the house and Benis’s heart pounded harder, the pain magnifying in her chest.
She heard shouting and screaming. What on earth was going on in there? There was a gunshot. Benis jumped. It was either the police or a rival gang. She did not want to be lying on the floor like a helpless old woman either way.
With all her effort, she tried to stand, heaving herself up using the bed. Bootsteps grew louder and she heard the door to her flat crash open. Loud voices barked in Italian. A man in uniform with POLIZIA stamped on the front jammed a gun in her face.
Benis collapsed back to the floor. The man shouted louder.
She gave a groan. Her body was on fire. Her heart was going to explode.
The officer radioed for help.
He lowered his gun. That was not a good sign, she thought distractedly, if he thought she was no threat at all.
She thought about Bimpe. Her instinct was to protect her, shield her from everything, even after everything she now knew about her twin. She wanted no harm to befall her. She hoped that Bimpe would have a chance to get away, to hide or flee.
Benis knew that this was it. After all she had done, she was going to die in this place.
She would not see her sister again. She wondered how she had misunderstood Bimpe even after all these years. She thought of Gabriel, of how she had ended his life. Would he be waiting for her in the afterlife to make her atone for his crimes?
Would Dalia and the others be waiting for her too?
The medics were taking their time and Benis wondered if they were even coming. Why would they want to save someone like her? The fight was gone from Benis.
She reached with unsteady hands for her cigarettes and lit one.
She took one last deep gulp of smoke into her lungs before her eyes rolled back.




CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

Her eyelids fluttered. Sade dragged herself from the darkness. She did not know where she was, did not know what had happened.
She remembered…the pathway…the gunshot…the darkness as the ground rushed up to meet her face.
Machines beeped around her. She was on a bed. A soft, comfortable bed. She could not be back at the house, she thought. No, the police had come. Where was she?
She looked around. She was in a hospital. A tube went from the back of her machine to an IV drip that hung above the bed. Another machine beeped, attached to a Velcro-strap around her upper arm.
Daylight shone in through the narrow window above her. She wondered how long she had been out for. Mobo…where was he?
She called out for her son, for a nurse, for anybody.
The curtain surrounding her bed was tugged open and a bulky nurse in an ill-fitting uniform bustled in to check on her. She did not smile, but her expression was not unfriendly. She checked the machines, she shone a light into Sade’s eyes, muttering to herself in Italian.
“Where’s my son?” Sade asked her. No response. “Please, where is he?”
“The police…they will be here…soon,” the nurse said in broken English. “You wait for them.”
“No, I need to see -”
The nurse had already disappeared back through the curtains.
Sade leant back against the pillow, feeling pain shoot through her body. She had been shot. She felt sore, bruised certainly, but she did not feel as if she had undergone any surgery, did not think the bullet had done any damage.
The curtain twitched again, and two officers came to her bedside. They stood to one side of her bed. A short, athletic Nigerian woman joined them a second later. She wore her hair in thick braids, a white-blouse and blue skirt and suit-jacket, and when she came to stand on the other side of Sade’s bed, she heard her trainers squeaking on the floor.
“My son -” Sade pleaded. She looked in the woman’s eyes, desperate for some assurances, for some answers.
“Don’t worry, your son is fine,” the woman told her. “You can see him in a short while. We just need to ask you some questions, is that okay, Sade?”
Sade nodded, relief washing over her, momentarily helping her to forget the pain throbbing through her body. She did not know why, but she trusted this woman.
“How did you know my name?” Sade asked her.
The woman looked over her bed at the officers. One of them, a short Italian man with short black hair and a strong jawline, nodded at her.
“A raid was carried out on the house you were…staying at,” the woman said. “Uniformed officers secured the area, and unfortunately -”
“I was shot,” Sade finished for her. The woman nodded. The two Italian officers were both silent, unashamed that such a thing could happen.
“It was a rubber bullet,” the woman said, as if that made it any better. “It has left a very nasty bruise, and I don’t doubt you must have felt a great deal of pain. But there will be no lasting damage, no -”
“That doesn’t explain how you know my name.”
“The women who ran the house, the Fatusi sisters,” the woman said. “They kept records, which has now become evidence. We found your passport, along with those of the other girls.”
Sade listened. She wondered if she would be allowed to have her passport back soon.
“Not that we needed that in your case,” the woman said. She smiled, and Sade wondered what she meant. She narrowed her eyes at her. “Your boyfriend. He was nearby when the raid was carried out. He saw you running, he saw you get shot. He gave the police a statement on the way to hospital.”
“My boyfriend?” Sade asked. The woman’s smile faltered.
Achike. Sade’s heart soared.
“Achike, he’s here?” she asked. “Please, can I see him?”
“In just a moment,” the woman said. “He’s looking after your son, don’t worry.”
Sade breathed with relief.
The woman seemed to sense this, and she leant closer and put a hand gently on Sade’s hand, the one that did not have a tube winding out of it.
“When you arrived, you mentioned a daughter -”
“Maria Costello,” Sade said at once. She recited the address in Naples. One of the uniforms scribbled it down in his notebook. “My daughter…they took her, told me she was dead…they’re going to sell her again, please, you can’t let them, you’ve got to -”
Panic raced through her and a machine started beeping. The woman exchanged a look with the officers, and one of the officers disappeared behind the curtains, reaching for his radio.
“Please,” Sade said, fixing the woman with a pleading look. “You have to find her.”
“We will,” the woman said.
Sade looked at a visitor badge pinned to the woman’s blouse.
Dalia.
“No,” Sade said. She looked up at the woman’s face. “You can’t. It’s not…Dalia? The Dalia? The Dalia that Kelechi killed?”
The woman smiled.
“Yes, my name is Dalia,” she said, nodding. “I was at the house too, so I understand that you must have a lot of questions Sade, that you must be desperate to see your family.”
“But…they said you were dead,” Sade said.
“Well, I almost died,” Dalia told her. “And yet here I am.”




CHAPTER SEVENTY

Dalia hurt everywhere. She was lost in the blackness. Pain was the one thing that kept her clinging to reality. She held on to it, let it anchor her to life. She had been certain that she was giving into death but now she felt the pain spread throughout her body.
It was as if she were rediscovering her body once again. Her soul was not ready to depart this life yet. She let her feeling come back slowly. She felt it in her fingertips and down her legs to her feet and toes. She did not dare wiggle a toe to check.
Her awareness crept back and with that she gauged her surroundings. She felt dirt moving beneath her back. She kept her eyes shut. She felt the grass bending beneath the flesh of her arms.
She was being dragged through the undergrowth. She willed herself to remain calm. Twigs snapped and she knew that it was Kwento who held her ankles. She wondered if Bimpe was supervising him. Perhaps she was looking at her right now.
Dalia tried to keep her body slack. She opened her eyes just a fraction. It was dark and she saw Kwento struggling, his back to her. He held one ankle in each hand and dragged her along unsteadily as if she were a sack of potatoes. She could not see Bimpe.
She closed her eyes when Kwento stopped and dropped her feet to the floor. He was breathing hard and he cursed under his breath. She knew that they were alone.
He was walking away from her. She heard his footsteps in the brush. She opened her eyes again and saw him going to an old oil drum that had been discarded here. At once she knew what he intended to do.
That was how her body was to be disposed of.
Dalia willed herself not to panic. She watched Kwento as he examined the drum. He kicked out at it and the metal reverberated loudly when his trainer hit it. It was empty.
He retreated further from her, scavenging for some dry twigs and leaves. He needed something to get a fire going. Dalia had just minutes. She would have to act fast.
Could she reason with him? Did he still have the knife?
Dalia did not want to find out. She was lucky to be alive and she did not intend to risk everything on a chance. She had to escape. She had to do it now.
Kwento was crashing through bushes paying no attention to her. Why would he? He thought she was dead. Dalia had the advantage but not for much longer.
She moved her muscles, checking everything was in working order.
The dirt felt good beneath her. It reminded her that she was alive.
As silently as she could, she began to crawl backwards. She would not be heard over the noise Kwento was making. Every sound made her tense. Her heart was almost jumping out of her chest, but at least it was beating.
She was nearing the denser vegetation. It would afford her some shelter, she hoped. She turned over onto her front. She could crawl faster this way. She inched her way ever so painfully. She wrestled with branches and leaves as she ensconced herself into a bush and then she kept going.
It was a moment before she heard Kwento’s startled cry. He called out, panicking. She wondered if he could see her. She expected him to descend upon her at any second. She was moving too slowly. She grabbed the trunk of a sapling and hoisted herself to her knees, then gradually to her feet.
Kwento did not jump out at her. She heard him crashing through the undergrowth though she had no way of knowing which direction he was going.
She staggered onwards, wanting to put as much distance between herself and Kwento as she could. She weaved through trees and broken branches. Kwento’s voice grew distant. She wondered if he had given up, if he would go and tell Bimpe and they would mount a search for her.
The thought propelled her forwards. There was no time to catch her breath, no time to check her wounds. She emerged under the bright orange glow of a streetlight. She looked around her. She was not on the highway. This street was smaller, quieter. She did not recognise it but that brought her no comfort.
She imagined Kwento just a few seconds behind her. He could be closing in on her right now. She forced her legs to keep going. A car slowed.
Dalia dropped to one knee, her legs buckling. She felt the blackness closing in again. The car stopped and she heard car doors opening. She saw a man and a woman approach. They were Italian, dressed in suit-and-tie and an evening dress. At least it was not Bimpe or Kwento.
The woman pulled out her phone and pressed it to her ear. She spoke in rapid-fire Italian. Dalia hoped she was calling for an ambulance. The man came closer but seemed to hesitate.
Dalia’s vision swam and she lay down on the side of the road. She did not want to die here. She did not want to die at all.
She heard a siren and flashing blue lights at the end of the street. The woman was waving frantically as the ambulance approached.
Dalia felt relief wash over her. She had done it. She had escaped.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Maria Costello was panicking.
She threw a few more items of clothing into her suitcase and forced the case shut. She swore, beginning to sweat, as she struggled to do the zip up. The child cried from the other room, but she ignored her.
Little brat, she thought.
She finally managed to zip the suitcase shut and dragged it off the bed, the wheels bouncing on the tiled floor of the bedroom. She wheeled it out onto the landing and placed it by the front door.
The car would be here soon. It might already be downstairs.
Her heartbeat was fast. Excitement and fear churned in her stomach, driving her to move faster. She thrived on the adrenaline. She lived for this thrill. That was why she was drawn to this line of work.
She did not have anything against children. The girl cried again, and Maria wondered, grinding her teeth, if perhaps she did have a problem with them…
Stomping into the lounge, decorated lavishly but all at cost-price, Maria snatched up the girl. The girl should have been used to such rough handling from her, but she still cried out in surprise as she was heaved up into her arms.
“Be quiet,” Maria scolded her. “You stupid, annoying little -”
There was a knock on the door.
She froze.
She hesitated but the knock came again, louder this time.
Maria did not think the police were after her, not yet, but she felt the gun in the small of her back and she knew she would not hesitate to use it should the need arise.
She went to the door and peered out of the peephole.
Relief.
It was just the driver. Perhaps he had tried to call her and been unable to get through. Her signal was always so terrible in this building. A small price for living in an apartment that was her fortress. Impregnable.
She needed it to be, in her line of work.
Opening the door, she told the driver she would be ready in a second. He nodded and took her suitcase out of the flat. She heard the wheels whirring down the corridor to the lift. She surveyed the flat, her home, but did not feel worried.
She would be back in just a few days.
There was a meeting set up in Rome. She had dealt with these men before and she knew that they would have her money ready for when she handed them the girl. Then the girl would be on her way to Turkey and she would be rid of her.
She had kept this one for longer than she normally dared to, but now she would get a nice pay-off for her troubles. It was always harder to shift black babies. She had been prepared for a lengthy wait. White babies were highly prized, but she had known her buyers were always on the lookout for whatever they could get.
Though she had been careful not to ask too many questions, she did not need a degree to understand that their need for babies and young children was not innocent. The movies they made…well, Maria did not dare watch them, she did not need that on her conscience, but there were some sick people out there, and who was she to deny them their desires?
The girl was quiet in her arms now.
Maria left the flat and locked the door behind her.
She could not wait to get back and have a relaxing evening to herself, no baby in sight. She was not maternal, never had been, and she was already craving a nice glass of Italian’s finest red when she was baby-free.
The lift took its time and she cursed the driver for going all the way down to the ground floor without her. She checked her watch, but she still had plenty of time before her train left. She took a few calming breaths as she waited.
When the lift finally opened, she went inside and surveyed her reflection. She did not look a mother, but she did not think anyone would stop her at the station. Who would dare to ask a woman carrying a child if it was really hers?
She watched the numbers count down to the ground floor.
The bell sounded as the lift stopped. The doors pinged open.
Maria had not taken one step before the shouting began. Guns aimed at her. Uniforms swarming all over the lobby, all eyes firmly on her and the child she carried.
Maria did not move a muscle.
It was game over, she realised, as the girl started to cry in her arms.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

Sade had answered all the questions that the polizia had asked.
She told Dalia and the uniformed officer that stood beside her everything she could. She told them about Ife, about Tanisha and Lina, about Ema. She spoke of Benis and Bimpe and how they had run everything. She told them how Soja had tried to save her. She spoke of the other girls who had disappeared, Princess and Faith. She told them about Mbeke’s murder. She named names. Doctor Esposito, Kofu, Umar whose omniscient puppet-strings had seemed to control them all. She told her about Mr Policeman, Mr Yellow Teeth, and all the others who she was sure would never be tracked down, if they bothered to look into them at all.
Dalia asked her about Kelechi. Sade told her what he had done, that Mobo was his son. If Dalia had an opinion on it, she did not share it with her. Sade wanted to ask her what had happened to her, but she did not want to dredge up dark memories from her past.
Sade wept often and Dalia clasped her hand in hers.
“Don’t worry, I understand,” Dalia kept telling her. “You let those tears out.”
When the interview was completed and Dalia had left, Sade almost cried with relief as Achike came through the curtain, Mobo smiling contentedly in his arms. They had bonded, and for a moment Sade feared that her son would cry when Achike gave him to her so she could hold him. Mobo reached for Achike, restless until Sade handed him back to him.
They both laughed, as Mobo gurgled happily in Achike’s arms.
Though Sade should have felt relaxed, she did not.
Not until she knew if her daughter was safe.
The curtain twitched and Dalia returned. Sade thought that perhaps she had more questions, but then a uniform followed her in, a little girl in his arms.
Sade let out a sob, overcome with emotion.
She knew at once that this was her daughter.
The little girl looked at her, her wide brown eyes staring into Sade as if she could see right down into her soul. She must have sensed their bond too for she reached out a hand to her.
The uniform leant over and put the girl in Sade’s arms.
She wept as she held her daughter for the first time.
Achike looked adoringly at his daughter, sitting gently on the edge of her bed, Mobo looking at his sister with interest, not sure what was happening but apparently satisfied enough that Achike was still holding him.
“Our beautiful girl,” Achike whispered. He draped an arm around the back of Sade’s pillow.
Sade nodded, tears still flowing freely from her eyes, as Achike kissed the top of her forehead. Sade drank in the sight of her daughter.
“You’re safe now,” Achike told her, and Sade knew that he was right. “We all are.”




CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

Kelechi clenched his fists and paced the large bedroom. He resented being summoned and that was exactly what Umar had just done. Even in his sickbed, retired and ousted, Umar called the shots. The room was lavishly decorated with blue wallpaper and plush royal blue carpet, and pictures of his late wife hung on every wall.
From the centre of his king size bed, propped up by a mountain of pillows, Umar surveyed him with a frown. He wore pyjamas and looked worse than the last time Kelechi had visited him. He felt slighted that Umar was treating him as if he were an unruly schoolboy rather than the kingpin of an empire.
“What is your back-up plan?” Umar asked him.
He had an irritating way of phrasing every question as if he already knew the answer. Kelechi imagined it was how a teacher might talk. He squeezed his fists tighter, until his nails dug into his palms.
The truth was that he did not have a back-up plan. He was still assessing the damage. Polizia had raided the house in Destra Volturno. Not just that one but all of them. They were shut for the foreseeable. The girls had either scattered or been taken by immigration or the polizia. The Fatusi sisters had fled or had been caught. Wherever they were, he could not find them. He was sure that was what they preferred.
If they kept their mouths shut, Kelechi thought, then he could not care less. His men were scattering in panic and going into hiding. They all knew that all it took was one person to start talking to the authorities and everything would come tumbling down.
Umar was waiting patiently for an answer. That was another trait that pissed Kelechi off. His goddamn never-ending patience. He acted as if he were a patron-saint rather than a glorified pimp. He looked at the pictures of Umar when he was younger. He smiled down from the walls with Khadija at his side. Kelechi wanted to smash the lot of them and burn the photos such was his anger.
“Am I to understand from your silence that there is no plan?” Umar asked reasonably.
Kelechi gritted his teeth, but he managed to nod his head.
Umar did not comment. Kelechi sensed his judgement all the same.
“Perhaps it is not too late,” Umar suggested.
Kelechi turned to him. He hoped the old man was right.
“I suppose that you stopped paying money to the Mafia,” Umar said. He said it gently, but the accusation stung all the same, more so because Kelechi knew it was true.
He had stopped paying the Italians. He had believed it was an expense that they no longer needed to afford. Soja had warned him against it. He missed his friend. Soja would have known what to do in a situation like this.
“The Mafia controls the police,” Umar said. “They are behind this. This is a warning.”
“A warning?” Kelechi spat. “They’ve destroyed everything. I have nothing left.”
Umar’s forehead wrinkled as he leant forward.
“They could have put a bullet in all of our heads,” Umar reminded him. “Let’s be grateful they did not. We can rebuild an empire. We cannot raise from the dead.”
Kelechi wanted to believe him. There were rival gangs thirsty for money and power. He was sure one of those gangs had struck a deal with the Mafia. It could not have been hard. Kelechi saw now how stupid he had been to think he could go up against them all with no repercussions.
The only thing left to do was to go and beg the Mafia for a second chance.
“I think I should -”
Umar held up a hand for silence. Kelechi was shocked.
“It was your thinking that landed us in this mess,” Umar said. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. “You’re finished here, Kelechi. You will always have a place at my table and in my empire, but you are no longer in charge. I need somebody who can make the right decisions and you, my dear boy, are not him.”
Kelechi felt as if he had been slapped.
He had given this wrinkled old man his life. He had done everything he had asked of and more. Now he had a mistake and he was to be relegated to a bit of muscle with no say in how things were run.
Hell, no.
“Don’t take it personally,” Umar told him. “This is just business.”
Kelechi crossed the room in two strides and leapt onto the bed, snatching up one of the pillows. Umar looked afraid at the anger pulsating from him. He tried to call out for help, but Kelechi smothered his cries with the pillow.
The old man struggled but he was no match for him. Kelechi thought of everything he had done for the man as he pressed down on the pillow. It did not take long for Umar to give up his life. Kelechi tossed the pillow across the room. It hit a photo which slid down the wall and cracked.
Kelechi got off the bed and looked at his lifeless mentor. He did not feel any remorse for what he had done. He glanced over at the broken frame.
Umar and Khadija smiled up from the photo. Their past selves were carefree and proud. They did not know that they looked up through broken glass into a world in which they were both dead and gone.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

Kelechi left Umar lying dead in his bedroom. Nobody stopped him as he left the house. He started the engine of his car and drove to the house in Destra Volturno. He did not know what brought him there. Perhaps he hoped to salvage something or discover it had all been a bad dream.
Police tape blew in the wind. It was everywhere. Against the front door and against the windows. It blocked off the pathway from the street. He wanted to tear it all down, but he hesitated with one hand on the door and one on the steering wheel.
He did not know who might be watching the house. He did not imagine anyone remained inside, and the police could still have the place under surveillance.
The more he thought about it, the more ridiculous he thought he had been to come here.
He was a sitting duck.
The police could be looking for him. The Mafia may have put a hit out on him. The rival Nigerian gangs would certainly like to see him dead.
With such threats from every angle, he should be staying low, not sat here like a fool.
There was a rap on the driver’s window beside him. He jumped, startled.
His heart almost exploded in his chest. He felt the colour drain from his face.
It was not possible.
Dalia peered in at him, alive after all this time, her expression dark.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

Dalia watched the shock on Kelechi’s face turn to relief. He was smiling as he switched off his engine and climbed out of his car.
He looked as if he might try and embrace her, but he stopped himself. She took a step backwards. She had dreaded seeing him again and this moment did not disappoint her.
Kelechi opened his mouth, but his questions seemed to strangle him, render him speechless. Dalia was grateful, for she got the opportunity to speak first.
“I know this must be a shock for you,” she told him. “I had my reasons.”
“I came looking for you,” Kelechi told her. “I tried to find you, but you had disappeared.”
Dalia shook her head. She did not want to hear excuses. She did not want to think about the night she had almost died.
“You never showed up,” Dalia said, despite herself.
“I was late, but I thought you would be there waiting,” Kelechi said. “I spent months trying to figure out where you had gone. I searched for you.”
Dalia heard the truth in his voice. She wondered if perhaps Kelechi really had loved her.
“I would have taken you away from all of this,” Kelechi sighed, gesturing towards the rundown house. “I would have kept my promise to you, Dalia.”
“Maybe you would have,” Dalia said, shrugging. She would not allow herself to be drawn in by him. He was a bad man, she reminded herself. He was capable of terrible things. “But the fact is you were late, and that almost cost me my life.”
Kelechi’s brow furrowed.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
Dalia took a steadying breath.
“Your son,” she told him. “Kwento found me.”
Kelechi was confused. Dalia realised that he did not know what his son had done. She recounted the events of that night for him and Kelechi’s lips thinned and his jaw set. Dalia recognised the look as anger descended on him. When she mentioned Bimpe, she saw his jaw twitch. Kelechi barely said a word. He believed her and Dalia wondered if he got a vibe from his son that something was not quite right. He certainly did not take any convincing.
“Wait until I get my hands on them,” he growled when she had fallen quiet.
Dalia looked at him closely. She wondered why she had told him the truth. Perhaps he deserved to know, she thought.
“After you went to hospital, what happened?” Kelechi asked. “You never tried to contact me. You never let me know you were safe.”
Dalia pursed her lips. She felt a flicker of anger towards him.
“You were my captor,” Dalia told him. “You had me out selling myself, working the streets so you could line your pockets.”
Kelechi looked abashed, but only for a second.
“You came to me, remember?”
“I had no choice,” Dalia said. She shuddered at the memory of life in the shantytown without Soja at her side.
“Everyone has a choice,” Kelechi said softly.
“What did you expect me to do, come back to work for you again?” Dalia asked. “I wanted to escape, to be rid of you and the Fatusi sisters and everyone. When I woke up in hospital, I did exactly that. I got a second chance and I took it.”
Kelechi looked hurt, but Dalia felt no pity for him. He did not deserve it.
“It took me months to recover from what your son did to me,” Dalia told him. She tried not to think of the hard months of physiotherapy. “I gave my statement, but nothing happened. I knew it wouldn’t. It never does for a woman like me. One of the detectives got me a job. I did some training, joined a task force, and I counted down the days until I could bring you and Umar’s empire down.”
Kelechi seemed to be taking it in. He looked weary now. He had not been expected her to be on the side of the polizia.
“You’re behind the raid then?” he asked.
Dalia sensed weight behind his question. She shook her head.
“As much as I wish I could claim credit for making that happen, I think you just pissed off the wrong people,” she told him. She remembered the go-ahead from the prosecutor’s office and wondering why the sudden rush of activity. “You know how these things go, I’m sure.”
Kelechi nodded.
“Are you going to arrest me then?” he asked her.
Dalia longed to snap the cuffs around his wrists and drag him off to jail. She shook her head. Kelechi looked surprised. He was confused. She was too, Dalia thought.
“Why are you here then?” Kelechi asked her.
Dalia did not know. She wondered whether she had come here simply to tell him what had happened that night.
“I don’t know,” Dalia said. “Closure, perhaps.”
Kelechi softened. He gave a wan smile.
“I did love you,” he told her. “I really did.”
Dalia knew he meant it. She granted him a smile.
“Bimpe is inside, isn’t she?” he asked her, glancing to the front door beyond the tape. Dalia nodded. A vein in Kelechi’s forehead throbbed. His jaw was clenched now. She had a chance to stop him, to be the better person and tell him not to seek retribution. She thought of the long months of recovery. She remembered the fear of that night.
She said nothing. She let him duck under the tape and walk up the pathway.
Dalia watched as he disappeared through the front door.
For all the good she had tried to do, Dalia was unable to stop her desire for revenge. She turned from the house for the last time and crossed the street to her car. She did not want to see anymore. She turned the key in the ignition and drove away without looking behind her.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

Bimpe looked up from the kitchen table as Kelechi walked across the courtyard and into the flat. She was surprised to see him, but relief flooded her. He would know what to do. He was her knight in shining armour.
She had returned to find the house empty. Police tape everywhere and no sign of her sister. She had tried to call her, but the line was disconnected. With each minute that passed, she sat alone in the flat, her panic growing.
She could have cried at the sight of Kelechi.
“Thank God you’re here,” Bimpe said. She stood up, almost knocking over the chair as she went to him. She opened her arms to throw them around him. She imagined he would take her in his arms and comfort her. Perhaps this was exactly the situation he needed to realise that she was the only one for him.
Kelechi looked angry. She would calm him. She would show him that she could. As she went to him, he drew back his fist and slammed it into her face. Bimpe staggered backwards, giving out a startled cry. She threw her hands to her face and felt blood dripping from her broken nose. She whimpered in surprise and looked imploringly at Kelechi.
He did not look in control of himself. He was pulsating with anger. His lips curled back in disgust as he looked at her. She had no idea what was going on. How could he hurt her like this? Tears sprung up and she wept.
“Save the waterworks,” Kelechi snarled.
He kicked a kitchen chair out of his way. It crashed onto the floor and made Bimpe jump. She backed away, putting her hands up to him. His eyes were flashing with anger. He did not slow, hitting her again. He pushed her hard and she fell through the doorway and landed hard on the floor of the landing. She wondered if Kwento had told his father. No, she thought, he would never do such a thing.
“Please, please,” Bimpe managed as she struggled to get up from the floor. “You don’t want to do this. Please my love -”
“Your what?” Kelechi shouted. Bimpe cowered on the floor. Kelechi picked up one of the wooden kitchen chairs and launched it at her. It shattered into pieces as it hit the doorframe. Bimpe scooted down the hallway on her backside. She was afraid now. “Your love?” he asked again. He stepped over the destroyed chair and bore down on her. “Have you lost your mind?”
Bimpe wanted to wake from this nightmare. This was not how it was supposed to be. Bimpe backed herself into a corner. Kelechi struck fast, his fist catching the side of her head. She felt her jaw aching. She spat out blood. She wondered if she lost a tooth.
“Is that why you did it?” Kelechi yelled. “You think you’re in love with me, so you got jealous? Answer me, bitch.” He kicked her hard in the shin and she howled in pain.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bimpe cried.
“Don’t lie to me,” Kelechi warned her. He hit her again and she put her arms up over her head to defend herself. He laughed and snatched a handful of her hair, almost yanking it out from her scalp. He looked down into her face. She saw pure hatred in his eyes. Try as she might, she saw no love for her there. He hit her again. “I know what you’ve done.”
Bimpe knew that it was futile. He did not love her.
“I’m sorry,” she wailed. “I did it all for you, Kelechi, please understand that. I love you. I wanted to protect you from them.” Kelechi paused. His fist was raised, ready to strike again. Bimpe looked into his eyes, willing him to forgive her. To love her. “They were just using you. They were whores. All of them were.”
“All of them?” Kelechi asked. He sounded confused. Bimpe hesitated. “Wait, you mean-” Realisation dawned on him then. “It wasn’t just Dalia, was it? Let me guess, Faith too. And Princess.”
Bimpe nodded. There was no use in denying it. Now he knew how much she loved him, what she was willing to do for him.
“We did it for you,” she told him. She hoped he saw that now.
Kelechi’s lips thinned dangerously.
“You involved my son in your crazy little game,” he said. “You need your head testing, because this love you have, it’s not worth it. I don’t love you and I never will do.”
“Please, Kelechi, just give me a chance.”
Kelechi glared down at her.
“I saw Dalia,” he told her.
Bimpe shook her head.
“No, no, that’s not possible,” she stammered. “She’s dead. I saw her die.”
Kelechi smiled for the first time. Bimpe tensed. He was most dangerous when he was like this. Unpredictable. He could do anything.
“If you’re going to kill someone,” he said, “then you better make sure they’re really dead.”
He hit her hard again before she had time to react. Bimpe hurt all over but she could handle a beating. She could not cope with the pain in her heart as she finally accepted that Kelechi would never love her.
Kelechi put his hands around her throat. They were strong, manly hands. Hands that Bimpe had spent years longing to be put on her body. She gagged as his grip tightened. He choked her and she looked in his face. He looked in hers. It could have been romantic, almost tender, Bimpe thought, as she struggled for air. Her lungs screamed in protest as he squeezed the life from her. Her vision blurred and she knew that death drew close.
She looked into Kelechi’s eyes. Though they were filled with anger, she imagined them as loving. She felt his breath hot on her face. She could almost taste the spittle that clung to the corner of his lips. His palms were sweaty on her neck. She was close enough to see the shaving marks on his cheeks. His gold chain hung between them.
His mouth twisted as if he was in pain as he pressed harder on her windpipe. He let out a growl of effort and ran his tongue over the front of his teeth. Bimpe gave a shudder, her eyes still locked on his, as he snapped her neck with one final grunt.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

Benis struggled to open her eyes. Her eyelids felt heavy and her head was pounding. She did not know where she was. She blinked slowly as her surroundings swam into view.
There was a mattress beneath her, thin and uncomfortable. She was in a hospital bed. The harsh fluorescent lights made her squeeze her eyes shut. She tried to lift her arms, but she could not. Her eyes flew open and she looked down at her hands. One was handcuffed to the bed railings. The cuffs jangled when she moved.
She wore a hospital gown and she looked around the room for a trace of her clothes, her phone, or anything. She remembered the chaos in her apartment. The armed police and the guns pointed at her. She had been on the floor, clutching her chest, the pain so intense that she thought she was dying.
The blue curtain around her bed twitched and a nurse came in. She did not give Benis a second glance as she picked up the clipboard at the foot of her bed and checked her vitals on a machine above her head.
“What happened?” Benis demanded of her. “Where am I?”
The nurse did not like her tone, scowling at her. She had greying hair and a plain face. Her nurse outfit was a little loose around the waist, probably to hide the extra middle-aged weight she carried around, Benis thought. Not that she could judge, she reasoned.
“You’ve suffered a heart attack, Miss Fatusi,” the nurse said breezily. Benis was shocked. She almost raised a hand to her chest defensively, but the handcuffs stopped her. The nurse glanced at the handcuffs wearily, as if remembering she was dealing with a criminal. “A doctor will be in to see you shortly. And the polizia, no doubt.”
Benis swallowed hard at the thought of being interrogated, especially whilst she was handcuffed to a hospital bed in just this itchy gown, hooked up to these beeping machines and instruments that would no doubt give her away if she tried to lie or mislead them.
She wondered where Bimpe was, if she had visited, and then shook such thoughts away. Bimpe would not be foolish enough to come here, if she even knew what had happened. She thought of her twin, sat at a salon somewhere, getting her hair done, oblivious to everything going on around her.
Only now she could not imagine her sister as the clueless one any longer. It was Benis who had been kept in the dark about Winnifred and Gabriel and Bimpe’s secret for all these years. It was she who had not known about Bimpe and Kwento’s dangerous actions.
Perhaps it was she who was the stupid one. The thought rankled with her and she felt her chest constrict. The machines beeped warningly. The nurse narrowed her eyes.
“Try and stay calm,” she said, sounding like she did not much care if she took the advice.
Benis took a deep breath. It did little to ease her discomfort. She wondered if she was about to suffer another heart attack.
She looked back at the handcuffs on her wrists. She drifted into a restless sleep and woke to find two uniformed men standing over her. She was startled, the machines beeping loudly again to signal her surprise.
“Miss Fatusi, we have some questions to ask you,” the older of the two said in broken English, his accent thick. He had thinning hair and a square jaw. He looked intimidating. “We have arrested you on charges of human trafficking, with more to follow.”
Benis tried not to show her alarm, but the machines did it for her. That irritated her, and the machines beeped louder.
“We also have questions relating to two murders that took place in Nigeria,” the younger man said. His English was clearer. The heart monitor gave away her panic. “Those of Winnifred Okafor and Gabriel Bassey. The Nigerian police have been looking for you for quite some time, it appears.”
Benis heard the heart monitor go off the scale and went to put a hand to her chest. The handcuff stopped her again. She wondered what would happen to her now. She would serve life sentences for the murders. Human trafficking carried a life sentence too now.
“I wasn’t involved in any of that,” she protested, rather weakly. “I didn’t know. It wasn’t me.”
“Perhaps your sister knows more than you do,” the younger officer suggested. “We will need to take statements from her too.”
“Where is Bimpe?” Benis asked.
“We’ll find her,” the older officer assured her. “She’ll be taken in for questioning, as will you when the doctor gives you the all-clear.”
Benis nodded, swallowing hard at the thought of it.
“Whilst you’re here recuperating, I suggest you think carefully,” the younger officer told her. Benis eyed him suspiciously. She did not like being told what to do. The officer did not seem concerned at all by the look she gave him. “The evidence against you both is compelling, and we haven’t even started yet, Miss Fatusi. You’re going to be spending a long time behind bars. There’s talk of extraditing you back to Nigeria to face murder charges. I suggest you consider giving us the names of any associates involved in these criminal activities and giving details about their involvement, including that of your sister. We can make your life easier, or much more difficult, depending on how cooperative you are with us.”
Benis nodded. She understood him, what he was offering. If she turned on everyone else, then perhaps she just might get out of prison before she died in there. In the hospital bed, she felt frail. It was a new feeling, and it frightened her.
She thought of Kelechi. She did not fear him. Umar, he was a good man, but she would not serve time for him.
She thought about Bimpe and how her sister had kept such secrets from her. Benis had killed Gabriel to protect her, and all along Bimpe had not needed her protection, had needed rescuing only from herself.
Benis would have thought it unthinkable to turn against her sister even just a few hours ago, but now she wondered if Bimpe would do the same for her. She had let her kill a man and never given her the truth behind why he had needed to die.
“I’ll give you names, I’ll tell you anything you need to know,” Benis said shakily. The officers exchanged glances and nodded. “I’ll tell you everything, whatever you want.”
She began to talk then and soon found that she could not stop. The machines slowed their beeping as she spoke. Perhaps the tension in her body was easing now she was confessing to her sins.
When she was finished, she felt depleted. She had always prided herself on protecting her sister, used that as a defence for whatever ills she had done. Now she had betrayed her, just as she had been betrayed.
The officers had scribbled notes, but they were not done.
“We’ll be back,” the younger officer told her, before they slipped through the blue curtains and were gone.
Alone in the hospital bed, Benis shivered. She felt weak and uncertain. Afraid, even.
She realised she was crying. She went to wipe away her tears, but the handcuffs prevented her. They slid down her cheeks as hopelessness swept over her.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT

Kelechi stood up and brushed himself down. He looked down at Bimpe. Her tongue hung between her lips and she stared up at him, as if her eyes were following him even in death. Her head slumped at an awkward angle now that he broken her neck. His angry handprints were visible on the plump flesh of her throat.
He turned his back on her and left the flat, kicking aside the remnants of the broken kitchen chair. The house was eerily deserted, but the girls were the least of his problems now. He could not imagine why Kwento had done this. He knew he must share some portion of blame for being so disconnected from his son that he had known none of what had been happening in his life. He had missed all the signs that anything was wrong. His son had been murdering women and Kelechi had been none the wiser.
He went out to his car and drove home. He did not even think of whether the police would be waiting for him there. He did not care much. His only concern was his son.
His street was quiet as it always was. Rows of small but well-maintained houses lined the street and he parked on the curb outside his. The house looked quiet. There were no signs that the police had visited if they had.
Kwento was in the living room, lounging on the sofa, when Kelechi walked in. The boy was oblivious to anything that had happened today. He did not even look over when Kelechi sat down in the armchair across the room from him.
They barely talked and this was new for Kelechi. He gritted his teeth. He did not know how to approach this, but he needed to control his temper. He looked down at his hands, resting on each of his knees, and saw Bimpe’s blood drying on his knuckles.
“What’s up with you?” Kwento asked him, glancing at him with one eye still on the television.
Kelechi snatched up the remote and switched it off. Kwento glared at him. Kelechi remembered when his son was afraid of him. Those days were gone it seemed.
“Your latest bitch busy?” Kwento asked, narrowing his eyes. “That’s the only reason you rock up back here at this time.”
Kelechi wondered if he was really that bad. He knew he was. He had been a terrible father.
“Just wanted to chat,” he said. He somehow managed to keep his voice level. “Anything you want to talk about?”
Kwento rolled his eyes at him.
“Right, now I know something’s up,” he said.
“I just saw Bimpe Fatusi,” Kelechi told him. There was no mistaking Kwento tensing at her name, but he tried to act casual. He shrugged. Kelechi ran his tongue over his teeth, waiting for a confession, but none came. He sighed. “I killed her.”
Kwento’s eyes widened. He looked alarmed. His eyes darted to the door.
“Whatever she said, she’s a lying bitch,” Kwento stammered.
“Same go for what Dalia said?” Kelechi asked him.
Kwento looked afraid, but he seemed paralysed by his fear. Kelechi stared at him. The weight of it all seemed to come crashing down and Kwento’s shoulders slumped.
“I thought she was dead,” Kwento admitted quietly, his eyes cast down to the floor. “When she ran off, I figured she would die in some bush somewhere. I hoped so anyway.”
“Why did you do it?” Kelechi asked. “Did Bimpe put you up to it?”
Kwento sniggered.
“I wanted to do it,” he said. “Well, not at first. I was pretty freaked out the first time, but now I’ve got the hang of it.”
Kelechi swallowed hard. His hand trembled slightly. He was almost afraid of the boy who sat in front of him. He did not know how this had happened. His own son.
“You enjoy it then?” he asked, his throat dry.
Kwento hesitated. Then he nodded.
“I’m not so different from you after all I guess,” he said. The words shocked Kelechi, that his son could think him capable of such a thing. Kwento smiled. “Those bitches deserved it, dad, I swear. Money-grabbing whores. Anyway, most of them weren’t from around here.”
Kelechi nodded, at a loss for what to say. He knew that this went beyond some manipulation from Bimpe, though no doubt she had set him on this path. Perhaps he would have reached this point anyway.
He stood up, his body feeling tense as he went to sit down on the sofa beside him.
“Come here son,” Kelechi said. He opened his arms. Kwento looked surprised. They had never hugged before. He looked torn, as if weighing up whether he could let his guard down in such a way. Kelechi smiled encouragingly. Kwento relaxed a little and hugged him close. “I’m sorry,” Kelechi murmured into Kwento’s neck.
His palm was sweaty on the handle of the knife. He had slid it out of his pocket as he had gone to join his son on the sofa. His son was not wise to all his tricks it seemed.
“Sorry for what?” Kwento asked. He tensed.
“Everything,” Kelechi whispered.
He acted fast. He plunged the knife into Kwento’s back, pulled it out quickly and stabbed him again. He twisted it hard. Kwento’s body went stiff in his arms. He gave a murmur of surprise, but it was quick and hopefully painless.
Kelechi was a merciful father.
He held his son as Kwento twitched hard for a few moments and then he went still. Kelechi lay him back against the cushions of the sofa. A trickle of blood escaped Kwento’s lips but apart from that he could have been sleeping. His eyes were blank, the colour fading from them. He was still. The monster that had lived inside of him was slain.
Kwento looked like just a boy now. He seemed smaller, more fragile, than he had done in life. Kelechi realised his eyes were wet with tears and wiped them with the back of his hands.
He dropped the knife to the floor.
Sirens blared on the street outside. He stood up slowly and went to the window, peering out from behind the blinds. Vans were parked up and down the street. POLIZIA was stamped on every vehicle he could see. Armed uniformed officers took their positions.
His car was swamped. There was no escape.
He saw Dalia stood behind the front line. He wondered if she had expected him to take revenge for her. If she had, then he could not hold it against her. Perhaps he was her avenging angel. He only hoped she would not think too harshly of him.
Kelechi opened the front door and stepped out into the sunlight. Guns pointed at him. Dalia swivelled to look at him. She looked conflicted and he was sorry for that.
Armed officers shouted at him in Italian. He knew enough to know what they were instructing him to do. He would not obey them. He would take no orders from them, not from anyone. He had been born to break the rules and he would die breaking them.
He walked down the path. He kept his hands behind his back.
Guns followed him. Fingers on triggers. More shouting, more urgent this time.
He kept walking. He knew what was coming.
One last command. He did not listen.
A shot was fired. He groaned as the bullet hit him in the shoulder. Another shot. A third.
He took the bullets in the chest one after the other and was thrown backwards to the ground with the force of them. His eyes sought out Dalia in the crowd, but they did not find her.
The shots had been clean and precise as he had known they would. These were no rubber bullets. They did not use those for men like him.
He looked up at the blue sky and felt the heat of the concrete beneath him. Boots thundered on the ground racing towards him.
Kelechi let out one last rattling breath.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

Sade had recovered from her injuries and was ready to be discharged, but first she had one final visitor. Achike waited out in the corridor with the children to give her some privacy. He understood, he promised her, and Sade was grateful. Dalia looked her over and smiled.
“The police have concluded their investigation,” she said. She wore jeans and a vest. She was off duty now. Sade sighed with relief. “You’ve given your statements about Kelechi and against the Fatusi sisters. Normally, the police would hold you in an immigration camp -” Sade’s heart had pounded at this, but Dalia had read her misgivings and shook her head. “But in this case, where you’re not seeking to stay in Italy, I’ve cleared it for you to go home.”
Sade felt as if she could have spread her arms and soared all the way back to Nigeria under her own spirit, she felt such an immense relief.
“Thank you,” she stammered. “That’s all I can say to you. For everything.”
Dalia smiled.
“Seeing you safe, and getting to go home, is all the thanks I need.”
Sade hesitated. She wanted to forget her time there, but she had to know.
“Did you manage to track down the others?” she asked. “Tanisha or Lina or Ema?”
She thought about Faith, Mbeke and Princess. She had seen the news, that the police were investigating several murders in the area. They did not have pictures of the girls and did not confirm their names, but Sade knew that it was to them that they referred.
Though she had never been close to Princess, she felt saddened at the news. She remembered the statuesque girl. She had not deserved the fate she had been given. She wondered if Mbeke’s daughter would learn what had become of her mother.
Dalia nodded. She alone seemed to understand what was going through Sade’s mind.
“I’ve tracked Tanisha down to a convent,” Dalia told her. “She was taken in by some Roman Catholic nuns and is doing charity work whilst immigration works on her case.” Sade smiled, relieved that she had found some stability. Dalia shifted uncomfortably but told her what she needed to know. “I couldn’t track down Lina. She may have registered at an immigration camp under an assumed name. She could be on the streets. I don’t know.”
Sade felt a pang of remorse for her friend.
“And Ema?” Sade asked. She tried to swallow down her guilt for dragging the girl into this awful life. Dalia clasped her hand to reassure her.
“Ema has returned home to Nigeria,” Dalia told her. Sade breathed out with relief. She could have cried. Dalia smiled, understanding. “She was reunited with her parents. She’s safe.”
“Thank you,” Sade managed, wiping her tears away though Dalia too was crying.
They hugged, Sade squeezing Dalia close. She wanted to convey all her gratitude in that one gesture, and she knew that Dalia understood.
Sade left the hospital with Achike and her children and they were given a ride to the airport in a police escort. She had been given the chance to stay on in Italy for a few days, but she had scoffed at the idea. Italy was the last place she wanted to be.
Achike held the door for her as she climbed out of the car. Their daughter wriggled against the constraints of the pram that the airline had provided for them. Mobo looked at her from his place in Achike’s arms.
“We’re going home,” Achike said to her, as she embraced him.
“You promised me that we would,” Sade told him. “I never doubted you, not for a second.”
He kissed her on the forehead and pushed the pram into the terminal. Sade glanced over her shoulder, remembering how she had felt when she had first arrived here. She did not want to think about it, her and her best friend, full of hope for their futures.
She stopped. Achike turned, surprised to see her standing there.
“I’ve just thought of a name for our daughter,” Sade told him.
Achike raised an eyebrow expectantly.
“Right here?” he asked her, almost amused. “It’s not aeroplane, is it?” he joked.
Sade smiled, hitting his arm playfully, allowing herself a laugh, something she had not done in such a long time. She remembered how easily smiles and laughter had come to her when she had snuck out of the house with Achike, how his charm and his wit had amused her like nobody else.
“Wait, let me guess,” Achike went on. “Airport? No. Departures, or in Italian, partenze?”
She joined in his laughter. Their daughter giggled, sensing the atmosphere lighten. Mobo gave out an excited shout, wanting to be included too, and Achike rubbed the top of his head gently to assure him that he was most definitely not being left out.
“No, no, I can promise you that it’s not airport,” Sade insisted, when she had stopped laughing. She looked at Achike, and his gaze softened in understanding. “How do you feel about…Ife?”
Achike considered her a moment.
“I think it’s a beautiful name,” Achike told her, nodding. “In memory of a beautiful soul.”




CHAPTER EIGHTY

The neighbourhood had changed and at the same time it was exactly as she had remembered it. Sade watched the houses and shops through the car window. Paint jobs and perhaps a new car. That was the extent of it. One of the neighbours had built a porch. Another had extended their house upwards, adding another storey.
Sade had taken a long time to adjust to being back in her hometown. She had drunk in her surroundings on the drive back home. She still half-expected to be woken from this dream and find that she was back in the oppressive room in Destra Volturno. She still woke in the night, bathed in a sheen of sweat, gasping in panic, whenever she had such a nightmare.
All she had to do was feel the softness of the sheets beneath her, the comfort of the mattress, and see Achike sleeping soundly beside her in the bed they shared, to know that she had indeed escaped, that Italy and the horrors of her time there were behind her.
Achike wanted her to forget, and he was patient with her, encouraging her to move on and supportive of her. They lived in his parents’ house. His house, she had to keep reminding herself. It had been uncomfortable, at first, living under the roof that she knew Bunmi had once called her marital home. Achike had been respectful and Sade understood why a picture of her sister hung on one of the walls in the living room, and why it always should remain there.
Sade had grieved for her sister now that she was free to do so. Achike had been a good husband and had treated her well. She did not harbour any resentment towards either of them. Sade knew that Bunmi would not have harboured any ill-will towards her.
Yet something held Sade back. She loved Achike. She always had done, and she no doubt always would do, and yet she was scared. Not of him, for she knew that he would never harm her. Of that, she was convinced.
She worried that she had changed, that Achike was in love with the girl she had been before Italy, that perhaps the woman she had become was not so loveable.
Mother certainly seemed to think so. Sade had trembled with excitement and uncertainty when she had knocked on Mother’s front door. She had quivered when she heard the door start to open.
“Sade,” Mother had gasped. She had looked at her for a long moment. Then her eyes had looked over Sade’s shoulder to Achike and her two children. Her lips had tightened, her eyes going cold. The warmth from her rapidly turned cold. “I did not expect you to come back here.”
“Mother -” Sade started, but trailed off under Mother’s withering glare.
“You have shamed this family,” Mother said. “I know what became of you in Europe. You were a whore. A prostitute.” She shook her head, pulling a face of disgust as she looked Sade up and down as if she were filthy. Sade’s eyes had filled with tears at once. “You are not welcome at this house. You are not welcome in this family.”
“Please, Mother, I can -”
The door had shut in her face before Sade could even finish her sentence. Achike had not said anything as they walked up the street back home, though Sade knew that he wanted to. He always wanted to reassure her, to protect her, but Sade would not let him.
Adeleke did not share Mother’s thoughts. She had welcomed Sade with open arms, weeping for what had felt like hours on her shoulder. When she had pulled herself together, Adeleke had proven to be a staunch defender of her sister. With Ikenna dead and having spent days in prison before the charges against her were dropped, Adeleke had left Benin City the moment she had been released. She did not even go back to the home she had shared with her husband. She had inherited some money from him, and she had bought a small cottage on the edge of town.
“I much prefer being married to Ikenna now that he’s dead. The most useful thing I ever did was killing him,” Adeleke had confided in her one day, once her small cottage was habitable, and she had invited them over for dinner. Sade had heard the sadness in her sister’s laugh but Adeleke was mending herself. They both were.
When Sade asked if Adeleke feared Mother would disown her too for supporting her, Adeleke had shrugged and forbade her from thinking on Mother any longer.
Father was in ill-health and yet he visited Sade whilst Mother was out at the market. His face was full of regret for what had happened.
“We should never have sent you there,” he said slowly, his lip trembling. “I can never forgive myself. If I had found work, if -”
Sade had stopped him, throwing herself into his arms and hugging him close to her. He held her tightly and she felt his shoulders shaking with strangled sobs. When he had stopped, he held her at arm’s length.
“Your mother will come around,” he assured her. “She just needs some time. You know how she is. She is filled with guilt, over you, and Ife, and Adeleke. She will work through it, and everything will be fine. You’ll see in time.”
Sade accepted Father’s words, though she felt disappointed that Mother could not have expressed such sentiments herself.
Nikeasha followed Mother’s example and ignored her whenever she caught a glimpse of her. Not that Sade had any particularly warm feelings towards her neighbour. She had heard that Nikeasha’s husband, the gambler, as she remembered him, had left her for a younger woman. No wonder Nikeasha was so bitter, Sade thought to herself.
She had been saddened to hear of old Hasana’s passing and she took her children to lay flowers on her grave. She remembered Hasana, her cheerful demeanour, the fact that she had been the only person to approve of Sade’s blossoming relationship with Achike.
“She asked after you often,” Nikeasha said from behind her.
Sade turned, startled. She was surprised not only to find her neighbour in the graveyard, but that she dared to talk to her. Nikeasha placed her own flowers.
“She would have been very pleased to see you return safely,” she went on. Sade wondered if this was the woman’s way of offering her sympathy. Nikeasha almost smiled, then seemed to think better of it. She mumbled a quick goodbye and then she was gone.
Sade did not know what to make of the exchange.
“Remember when she almost caught us -” Achike grinned, when Sade had relayed what had happened to him that evening. They had both laughed at the memory, and Sade had slept very peacefully that night, Achike in her dreams, as they ran out to their old spot, their favourite hangout.
The hardest part about returning home had been going to see Ife’s parents.
“You don’t have to do this alone,” Achike had told her, but Sade knew that she did.
She had visited them, though they had already been told by police what had happened. Ife’s mother had cried softly into her shawls, and her father had put an arm around her. They had thanked Sade for visiting them. Sade had not known what else to say. She lied and told them that their daughter had not suffered. She did not want to add to their grief, and she thought that her best friend would have approved.
When she had risen to leave, Ife’s mother had followed her to the front door. Sade was struck by how close the resemblance between mother and daughter had been.
“She really loved you like a sister,” she had said. “I’m glad that you are safe.”
Sade thanked her. She wondered how this woman could say those words, but Mother had been unable to. As if reading her thoughts, Ife’s mother put her arms around her in an embrace. Sade had felt tears in her eyes, and they had stood that way for several minutes, until Sade had let her tears dry and Ife’s mother relinquished her.
“I’m sorry,” Sade said, before she could stop herself. “If I hadn’t suggested she come with me, if I had just let Ife -”
“No, Sade, you cannot burden yourself with thoughts like that,” she had said to her. “Ife was a strong, independent girl. She wanted to go with you.”
Ife’s mother had absolved her with her words and Sade felt relief wash over her.
“You make the most of your life, you hear me?” she said. “Don’t feel guilty, don’t be a victim. You live your life and you cherish it.”
Sade nodded, wiping fresh tears from her eyes, and had wished Ife’s mother all the best.
The visit had made Sade realise that Ife’s mother was indeed right.
She could not let herself be swallowed up in the past. She could not allow Kelechi and the Fatusi sisters to control her even now she was free. Kelechi and Bimpe were both dead. Benis was serving a life sentence. Even Mama Jumoke was languishing in prison now.
That evening, Sade had taken Achike by the hand. She picked up a sleeping Ife, and Achike had carried docile Mobo, his head lolling on Achike’s broad shoulder, and together they weaved their way across the building site that had not changed since she had last step foot on it. The developers had run out of money and left it as it was. It seemed like a shrine to their childhood innocence, Sade thought.
Achike’s smile brightened as he realised where she intended for them to go, his step quickening. He hopped over a brick, and she was reminded of the times they had played, had skipped and laughed and run here.
Sade led the way and by the time they reached their spot, the sun was low in the sky, red and bright and passionate. The sky was streaked with orange and pink and purple.
It was beautiful, Sade thought, as they settled themselves down on the ground.
She rested her head on Achike’s shoulder. She felt his heart beat a little faster. She felt exhilarated. She took his hand in hers and stroked his palm, traced a line up and down his fingers. His hands were calloused from his labouring job and his body had changed, hard and lean muscle now. He was a man, she thought, no longer the boy she had left behind.
They had both changed, she thought, and yet something between them had remained the same.
Their love was still there, was still unwavering, despite everything that had happened.
“Achike,” she said quietly, so as not to wake the children. “Can I ask you something?”
She felt, rather than saw, him smile.
“Yes, Sade, I’ll allow it,” he joked.
Sade took a deep breath, her body bathed in the red-orange glow of the sun.
“Will you marry me?” she asked him.
Achike was silent for a long moment though there was no doubt that his heart had thumped hard in his chest and his pulse was racing at her words.
“What do you say?” Sade asked, shifting against him, twisting so that she could see his face. His eyes were bright as they reflected the setting sun. He was looking at her, his smile wide, and she could have melted into him in that moment, such was her love for him.
“Sade Babatunde,” he said, his voice filled with tenderness, his words caressing her soul. “I have loved you since the second I met you and I will love you until the sun stops rising.”
Sade watched him as his forehead crinkled.
“No, forget that,” Achike said, letting out a low laugh. “Even after the sun has stopped rising, I will still love you, because my love for you will last for an eternity. The stars and the moon and the sun will bow to my love for you, Sade.”
Sade allowed herself a long, mischievous smile as she clung to his words.
“Is that a very long-winded yes, then, Mr Moneke?” she asked him, amused and touched by his beautiful words. “Or is that your way of telling me that you’re in love with the sun and the stars and…what was it...the moon?”
Achike shifted his weight, adjusting his position so that Sade was drawn closer to him. She was draped in his lap and with one hand he supported her head, his hands smoothing her hair, and he lowered his face, so that their lips were just inches apart.
“I seem to remember,” he said slowly. “That I asked you that same question, standing in old Hasana’s yard, many moons ago.”
His eyes looked deep into hers and Sade felt her heart hammering in her chest.
“It would be an honour, and my heart’s greatest desire, to be your husband,” he whispered to her. Their mouths were so close that his breath caressed her lips as he spoke the words. “I love you, Sade, and I always will do.”
Sade put one arm to his neck and the other on his chest.
Her heart glowed at his words. The warmth of the sun seemed to intensify as Achike pressed his lips against hers.
Though their journey to be together had been a difficult one, she knew, as surely as she knew the sun would rise and set, that the path they would now tread would be together as one. She felt her heart entwine with his, their souls merging into one, as he kissed her and held her in his arms.
Wherever life took them, whatever may happen, they would face it together.
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