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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         Ade watches as she walks towards him, her dress skimming the floor as she moves, her face shielded by a veil. He knows that underneath it she is beautiful, that beneath her flowing dress she is carrying something even more beautiful than herself.

         He sees this, acknowledges it, but he does not feel it. His spirit does not dance at the sight of her, his eyes do not fill with joyous tears at the prospect of starting a family with her.

         He knows that he is selfish, that he is being selfish marrying her, but he wonders too what kind of woman would sign up for a life like this?

         A woman who loves you, she had claimed once when he’d had the audacity to ask. Ade had not believed her. Even now as he stands at the altar, he still does not believe her. Could love really accept that it cannot be loved back but love anyway? Would love really risk its own destruction so that it could try to heal another, far too broken to be fixed?

         If it can, then it is exactly the kind of love that Ade needs, for although he does not love her, she has become his oxygen: the thing he needs to keep from drowning. 2

         And so, here he stands, heart not racing, nerves as still as a summer’s day, just wishing he could walk away. But he can’t. He cannot let his family down.

         His mother, who is sobbing in the front row, her garishly tied gele nearly reaching the sky as if it too were rejoicing, relieved that her son is finally getting married, that he is finally over Cynthia, the ‘Jamo girl’, would never forgive him if he fled.

         And so, Ade says I do and plants a soft passionless kiss on his new wife’s lips.

         At the reception, he pretends to enjoy himself.

         He obliges when she asks him to dance. Accepts the spray of pounds and naira, tokens of well wishes in their new life.

         Later, when the Guinness has flowed and the jollof has been eaten, Ade sees her, his Cynthia, hiding in plain sight. Amongst the colourful masses, she is wearing black, her skin glistening under the warm romantic lights, her eyes, full of malice, locked in on his.

         He wants to rush towards her, to tell her that what she’s seeing here means nothing, but when he rises to his feet, interrupting his brother Tayo’s speech as he does so, the only word he can form is her name, which after so long feels foreign on his lips. His brother falls silent, and the rest of the crowd turn their heads in the direction Ade is looking. Seeing nothing, they turn back, their faces the perfect picture of confusion and concern. 3

         Ade nearly crashes into the cake trying to get to her. The cake topper shakes threateningly from side to side before finally toppling over. It is too late, though. She moves too quickly, or he moves too slowly. She is gone, through the door, before he has a chance to call her name again.

         The grief he’s spent the past three months trying to suppress at last overwhelms him, and before he knows it he is on the floor crying, on his knees begging. It is because of this that Ade does not hear the door opening, or his mother shouting that this is the wedding of two respectable families, that they have no business being here. It is only when two pairs of arms drag him up by his armpits, when one pair of those arms pushes his hands behind his back and forces him into a more tangible form of captivity, that he realises what’s going on.

         You’re under arrest on suspicion of murder.

         The rest is a blur. His brother rushes to his side, his mother clings to his ankles crying ‘Omo mi, Omo mi o …’

         Ade pays them no mind. He allows the police officers to pull him away, and the entire wedding party follows them out of the hall and onto the street.

         The wife he doesn’t want but desperately needs is standing quite apart from everyone else, her hands resting on her tummy. 4

         For the first time that day, Ade lets his gaze meet hers, and he finds, just as he’d expected, that unmoving look of desperation.

         He gives her a small smile as the squad car skirts away from the pavement and into the dark Dorset road.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER ONE

            Twelve weeks before Cynthia’s disappearance

         

         It was an unusually hot spring evening and the stifling air sizzled with warning. As Cynthia Bennet sped down the M3, she did her best to ignore the feeling of mounting panic in her chest.

         Breathe, she told herself, closing the window in an attempt to convince herself that it was the gentle breeze making the hairs on her arms stand up.

         With a sigh, Cynthia glanced over at Ade, her partner of three years, who’d been staring at her for the better part of five minutes.

         ‘I don’t know what you want me to say,’ she told him, indicating left so she could merge into the slip road. ‘I get why you didn’t want to tell her, but why did you have to drop this on me now?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, for what felt like the hundredth time since his announcement. ‘I just didn’t want you to have to lie too.’

         Which was exactly how it was going to look anyway.

         When Ade finally told his mother that they’d moved from London to Dorset over a year ago without telling 6her, Cynthia was sure she’d be accused of using her so-called feminine wiles to lure him into a life of deception. Sure, Ade would admit that it had all been his idea, but that would only serve to amplify his mother’s disdain for her, which Ade claimed she was imagining. Apparently, his mother’s snide comments and backhanded compliments were her way of showing affection.

         ‘So, what do you want me to do?’ Cynthia asked, turning her attention back to the road. They were in the city now, and, as she took in the tall shiny buildings looming over dilapidated storefronts, she was momentarily distracted by how much London had changed since they’d moved away.

         She’d grown up in Manchester, and the city, whichever one, had always been the place she felt most at home. She had never considered that after only a year away the never-ending rows of traffic would surprise her, or that the group of schoolgirls, their skirts hiked up well above their knees, their enormous Primark earrings dazzling in the sunlight, would no longer remind her of herself.

         Ade had occasionally spoken of his desire to someday leave the city life behind and live somewhere where the houses were separated by more than a single wall, but at the time Cynthia hadn’t taken him seriously. She’d thought that, like her, he’d be miserable anywhere else. But then he’d found their cottage in Windchapel, with its white-bricked fireplace and wood-panelled ceilings, and before she knew it 7they were spending their Saturdays looking up kitchen designs on Pinterest.

         ‘Nothing,’ Ade replied. ‘You don’t have to do anything.’

         ‘So, you do want me to lie.’

         ‘No.’ He slipped his hand onto her knee and stroked it with his thumb in a way he knew she liked.

         ‘I’ll tell her soon, I promise,’ Ade said. ‘We just really need tonight to go well. And if we bring it up …’

         ‘Fine,’ Cynthia relented, even though she didn’t feel fine at all. This was the first time Mama had invited her to dinner without Ade’s interference, and she’d never felt so nervous in her life. The fact that she now had to lie to Mama’s face only intensified her anxiety.

         ‘Music?’ Ade asked, changing the subject as Cynthia slowed for a red light. They watched in silence as an elderly woman pushed an empty pram to the other side of the street.

         ‘And babe …’ Ade said, the sound of Boyz II Men crooning about some unidentified misdeed filling the car.

         ‘Yeah, I know.’ Cynthia rolled her eyes. ‘You’re sorry.’

         
            *

         

         Half an hour later, Cynthia was on the floor, looking up at Mama.

         Both her knees were touching the ground, and she flicked her eyes to Ade, who gave her an encouraging nod, reassuring her that she was greeting Mama correctly – unlike last time. 8

         Mama, meanwhile, was observing her with a tight-lipped smile that didn’t even try to reach her eyes. Her carefully shaped eyebrows were raised, and Cynthia couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or impressed. It bothered her, how much she wanted Mama’s approval, how desperately she wanted to get this right.

         A few long, silent seconds passed before Mama spoke.

         ‘Please, my dear,’ she said, and to Cynthia’s surprise she reached out a hand to pull her up. ‘I know you Jamaicans don’t kneel in your culture. There is no need to pretend here. Come,’ she added, glancing up at Ade, who at six-two was almost a foot taller than both Cynthia and Mama. ‘Your brother is waiting.’

         Inside, Ade’s younger brother, Tayo, was already seated at the table, which was adorned with a red-and-white tablecloth. A candlelit centrepiece cast a warm light over the expensive-looking crockery stacked next to it. It all felt strangely romantic.

         ‘See, I told you she liked you,’ Ade whispered. ‘She doesn’t bring out the dolphin centrepiece for just anyone, trust me.’

         He led her into the dining room where he took his seat at the head of the table. Mama claimed the seat to Ade’s right, but when Cynthia tried to sit to his left, Mama rushed to her side and dragged the chair away from her.

         ‘That chair is rickety,’ she announced, rocking it from 9side to side to emphasise her point. ‘Why don’t you go and sit next to Tayo over there.’ She pointed to the seat at the far end of the table, closest to the door. Resisting the urge to test the chair herself, Cynthia slipped into the seat next to Tayo. Mama glanced at the clock on the wall and tutted.

         ‘Welcome to the reject zone,’ Tayo whispered, and even though he’d meant it as a joke, Cynthia felt for him. At the few family events Cynthia had been to, Tayo had been on the receiving end of Mama’s fiery tongue, and his relationship with Ade seemed distant at best. She’d asked him about it once, and he’d tried to shrug it off. He was clearly the outcast of the family, a position Cynthia understood far too well, and they’d become fast friends. He’d told her about how much he wanted to drop out of medical school to study design, and she’d shared photos of the small boat she’d bought, which he teased her endlessly about. She realised now that Tayo also hadn’t told Mama about her and Ade moving to Windchapel, and she wondered if he’d known that Ade had been keeping it a secret.

         ‘In Jesus’ name,’ Mama said, and everyone bowed their heads while Mama blessed the food and cursed ‘any known or unknown enemy who dared threaten the happiness of her family’. Tayo snorted, and opened one eye to look at Cynthia, which made her feel a little better.

         After Mama concluded her prayer, the family passed around the plates, and then the Pyrex dishes filled with the 10Nigerian food Cynthia was only just beginning to learn about. Jollof rice was scooped onto plates, efo and pounded yam expertly dished out.

         ‘Babe?’ Ade held up the dish in his hand, and Cynthia suddenly felt like she was on trial, the meal she chose acting as evidence of her guilt or innocence.

         If she had what Ade was having, Mama might see it as a sign of weakness, like she didn’t have a mind of her own, but she didn’t want to risk eating Mama’s jollof rice either. It had not agreed with her last time.

         In the end, Cynthia settled on some plantain with a few pieces of chicken – not much, but at least she knew she could finish it.

         Mama eyed Cynthia’s half-empty plate and looked as if she was about to say something when the doorbell rang. The group turned their attention to Mama. They weren’t expecting anyone else.

         ‘Oh,’ Mama said, patting her hair as she stood. ‘Please excuse me.’ As she ambled off to answer the door, the remaining trio exchanged confused glances.

         A few moments later, Mama returned to the dining room, a tall woman dressed in a navy-blue skirt suit and high-heeled shoes following behind her. Her face was carefully made up – dark-red lipstick had been expertly applied, and long straight hair fell neatly over her shoulders.

         Cynthia could immediately tell that it was her real hair 11and not a weave, and she brushed the already slick edges of her own Afro puff with her hands, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

         ‘Fey-Fey?’ Ade leapt from his chair, his eyes and mouth widening into a smile.

         ‘Dey-Dey.’ The woman opened her perfectly sculpted arms to greet him. He accepted her embrace, the pair swinging from side to side as they hugged, Mama standing triumphantly behind them.

         Cynthia looked from Mama to Ade’s back to Mama again. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what Mama was up to, but if she was going to make it through this dinner with her dignity intact, she was going to have to play it cool. She refused to fall into Mama’s trap, even if Ade was too blind to see the truth.

         The woman turned to greet the rest of the dinner party.

         ‘Tayo.’ She smiled at Ade’s brother and leant over Cynthia to give his hand a friendly squeeze. ‘And …’ Her dark-brown eyes settled on Cynthia’s, and she smiled at her too, extended her hand. ‘I’m Ifelayo,’ she said. ‘But everyone calls me Ife.’

         ‘This is Cynthia,’ Ade said, excited to introduce them. ‘Cynth, you remember I told you about my friend, Ife? The one I grew up with?’

         ‘Yeah,’ Cynthia lied, smiling through gritted teeth. Ade definitely hadn’t mentioned this beautiful woman he’d 12probably taken baths with, but Mama was smirking, and Cynthia didn’t want her to think she’d won. ‘Great to finally meet you.’

         Ade made his way back to his chair, and Mama gestured to the seat to his left, allowing Ife to sit comfortably in the chair that didn’t ricket.

         ‘Would you like something to eat?’ Mama asked.

         ‘The efo looks lovely as always, aunty.’ She said efo as if she’d come out of the womb being able to pronounce it, shortening the ‘o’ sound in a way Cynthia could never quite manage. No matter how many times Ade tried to teach her, she always ended up pronouncing it like ‘a foe’. She looked down at her pathetically empty plate and wished she’d had the guts to try something else.

         Ade pulled the Pyrex dish towards him and served Ife’s food as Cynthia shrunk down further in her seat, the anxiety she’d been feeling earlier flooding back in. She’d never thought of herself as a jealous person, but the fact that this whole scenario had been choreographed by Mama had caused her usually solid self-esteem to take an unexpected nosedive. It didn’t help that Ife was an absolute stunner.

         ‘It’s been way too long, Fey,’ Ade said between mouthfuls. ‘Where’ve you been?’

         ‘Dubai, mostly. I moved back home a couple of weeks ago.’

         ‘Your aunty tells me you were a project manager over there,’ Mama said. 13

         Ife nodded.

         ‘We thank God.’ Mama glanced over at Cynthia, cracking her chicken bone between her teeth before returning her attention back to Ife. ‘There are some women in this world that think that shaking their nyash is a right way to make a living. But you, Ife, you’ve always been a good girl. Hard-working, respectful. You should be proud.’

         Cynthia shifted in her seat. If Mama’s intention was to upset her, then she’d failed. She wasn’t upset; she was furious. Sure, she shook her nyash for a living, but so fucking what? She’d danced for some of the biggest names in the UK and had recently opened her own studio. Yes, it was small and having some serious growing pains, but it was hers, and she wasn’t going to let Mama or anyone else make her feel ashamed of something she’d quite literally bled for.

         Cynthia had always wondered if her career choice was behind Mama’s disdain for her, but Ade had insisted that his mother didn’t care about things like that. ‘She only cares about what’s in here,’ he’d said, leaning over to touch her chest the night after she’d first met Mama.

         Bullshit. 

         She shot Ade an ‘I told you so’ look, and he gave her a sad smile and a sympathetic shrug. Apparently, it was too much trouble for him to stand up for her just this once. Still, Cynthia was determined not to let Mama get to her, and she leant forward to start a conversation with Fey-Fey. 14

         ‘What kind of projects were you working on in Dubai?’ she asked, even though the conversation had already moved on.

         Ife gave her a warm smile.

         ‘Tech, mostly. I worked with a few start-ups out there which was pretty intense.’

         ‘And now?’

         ‘Things are quieter,’ Ife replied, looking away.

         ‘Hey,’ Ade poked her with his elbow. ‘Everything okay?’ Ife tilted her head to look at him, and it was obvious, even to Cynthia, that everything was not. Ade said something only Ife could hear, and Ife nodded.

         ‘Later,’ she said.

         ‘So, tell us more about Dubai,’ Ade said, allowing the rest of the group back into the conversation. ‘I would have killed to design some houses over there.’

         ‘You mean back when you actually got your hands dirty.’ Ife raised her eyebrows at him.

         ‘Haha, very funny.’

         Ife took a sip of the wine Cynthia had brought, the wine that Ade had told her was Mama’s favourite brand and which Mama was yet to touch.

         ‘Remember back in school when you used to draw those pictures of your dream house? The buildings over there were actually pretty similar.’

         It was Ade’s turn to raise his eyebrows. ‘Don’t tell me you still have them.’ 15

         Ife shrugged.

         ‘I beg you burn them.’

         ‘No way.’ Ife laughed. ‘They might be worth something one day.’

         The conversation segued into a discussion about Ade and Ife’s childhood, the games they used to play, the trouble they used to get into, etcetera etcetera, blah blah blah. It felt like they were speaking in code, shorthand forged by decades of friendship, and Cynthia gave up on trying to join in. Instead, she picked at her cold chicken and peeked at what Tayo was doing on his phone. He didn’t understand their secret language either.

         Eventually, she got fed up of waiting and began clearing her and Tayo’s plates away in the hope that it would speed things up.

         ‘Do you remember …’ Mama said, weaving her way into Ade and Ife’s bantering, ‘when the two of you used to play husband and wife during the summer holidays?’

         Cynthia’s fork fell to the ground, its clang punctuating the silence descending on the table.

         ‘You remember, abi?’ Mama continued. ‘You would put on my slippers, tie a doll on your back with one of my wrappers and take Ade his Pepsi while he played that nonsense fighting game on the television.’

         Ife nodded. Her eyes briefly connected with Cynthia’s before she quickly looked away. ‘But that was ages ago. We 16were just kids back then.’ Her soft voice, so different from the carefree tone she’d adopted earlier, felt like someone was driving shards of broken glass into Cynthia’s chest.

         ‘Well, children know about these things deep down … “out of the mouth of babes”, as the good book says, abi? Or am I wrong? Are you seeing anyone?’

         ‘No, aunty, but—’

         ‘Eh heh.’ Mama clapped her hands. ‘Then what are the two of you waiting for then? It’s time to stop running around and settle down—’

         ‘Mum, come on.’ Tayo, not Ade, jumped to Cynthia’s defence.

         ‘Will you keep quiet there,’ Mama snapped. ‘Tell me if anything I have said here is a lie. Or is it too much to want my eldest son to marry a respectable Nigerian girl?’

         Cynthia was shaking uncontrollably now. She knew Mama wasn’t one for subtlety, but this was too far even for her. She’d spent the entire evening exercising patience, ignoring Mama’s jabs to avoid causing a scene, but now her anger was finally bubbling over, and her chair fell to the ground as she shot to her feet, her vision blurry.

         ‘Ade,’ she said, pulling her bag onto her shoulder, indicating that she was ready to leave.

         Ade was frozen in his seat, his mouth wide, his eyes unmoving – doing nothing, saying nothing – and in that moment Cynthia realised that she’d sadly, shamefully, fallen in 17love with a coward. She narrowed her eyes at him. If he was too chicken to speak up, she was going to have to do it for him.

         ‘Ade,’ Cynthia said, waving her hand in front of his face. ‘We need to leave now if we don’t want to get stuck on the motorway.’

         ‘Motorway, ke?’ Mama looked so genuinely shocked that Cynthia almost felt bad for her. Almost. ‘Is it not just Norwood you are going to?’

         Ade shifted in his seat. He gave Cynthia a barely perceptible shake of the head, his eyes begging her not to say anything.

         ‘No, Mama,’ she replied, ignoring his silent pleas. ‘We’re heading back to our house in Dorset. We moved a year ago. Didn’t Ade—’

         ‘It’s a lie!’ Mama shot to her feet. ‘Ade … Dorset … Will you answer me?’

         Ade slid forward in his chair and rested his head on the table. Ife stood up and went to take her bag.

         ‘Where do you think you are going?’ Mama snapped, and she sat back down.

         ‘Ade, I am talking to you. Is what she is saying true? Did you leave?’

         ‘Mummy, I—’

         ‘Of course it’s true,’ Cynthia interjected. ‘Ade, let’s go.’

         ‘How could you do this to me? All the way to the other side of the country.’ 18

         ‘Mum, it’s not that far—’

         ‘A whole year and you didn’t even inform me. Are we fighting Adebayo? Or did I carry you inside here for nine months for you to be keeping things like this from me?’

         ‘No, Mum—’

         ‘What would your father say if he was here to see all of this? What would he say, Adebayo?’

         ‘Mum … please.’ He stared at Cynthia for a few seconds, and she could tell that he was debating something in his mind. When his expression turned from thoughtful to apologetic, Cynthia knew he was about to do something stupid.

         ‘We just wanted it to be a surprise,’ he said, rubbing the back of his head.

         ‘Surprise? What do you mean by that?’ Mama didn’t look at all convinced.

         ‘I mean,’ he continued. ‘We were planning to invite you to spend next weekend with us, but we didn’t have a chance to ask. What with you inviting Ife and all.’

         Ife made a ‘don’t bring me into this’ face, but remained silent.

         ‘Next weekend?’ Mama’s face lit up. ‘I will have to check my diary, but—’

         ‘Great,’ Ade said, breathing a sigh of relief. ‘We’re really looking forward to it – right, babe?’

         But Cynthia was already storming out of the dining room.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            Ife, present day

         

         ‘You sure you don’t want to go home?’ Tayo asks, and Ife nods even though she isn’t sure about anything anymore.

         They’re sitting in Tayo’s bright-blue Mini, parked outside the hotel where she and Ade are meant to be spending their wedding night. Her dress is trapped in the door, and Ife wishes Tayo would stop questioning her so she can finally set herself free and tackle the ever-growing to-do list in her head:

         
	Cancel their flights.

            	Try to get a partial refund on the honeymoon resort in Saint Lucia.

            	Pretend her life isn’t completely falling apart. That her husband hasn’t been arrested at their wedding reception and is now being charged with the unthinkable.

         

After the police carted Ade away, Ife had hoped her guests would take that as their cue to go home, but Mama, who had other ideas, announced that her son was not a criminal, 20that she was going to collect him from the police station and the celebrations should therefore continue. She’d then grabbed Ade’s best friend and lawyer, Robert, and headed down to the police station to ‘rescue her son’, leaving Ife to fend for herself.

         The party had quickly picked up again – Afrobeats blaring from the speakers, a swarm of brightly dressed Nigerians pushing past her as they made their way onto the dance floor.

         A few of them approached her, mostly in pairs, eager to have their curiosity satiated. What happened to your husband? Why was he arrested? Don’t tell me he’s been doing 419. The last part was almost always whispered, the guests leaning forward, their eyes sparkling with anticipation as they sipped their Supermalt through a straw, awaiting her answer. You must stand by your husband, my dear daughter, they added, their co-conspirator nodding in agreement. Marriage is for life.

         It was Tayo who had eventually put a stop to the madness, pulling the speakers from their sockets and sending everyone home with their wedding favours in tow.

         He is the only one looking out for her, the only one making sure that she’s okay. In all the years Tayo has been in her life, Ife has never taken the time to get to know him – a mistake she is now determined to fix.

         
	Repay Tayo’s kindness. 21


         

‘Okay,’ Tayo says, giving her bare shoulder a gentle squeeze. ‘I’ll call you in the morning, yeah?’

         Ife gives him what she hopes is a reassuring smile before gathering the folds of her dress in her arms and exiting the car. Tayo drives off, leaving her on the cold night road alone.

         This she is used to.

         
            *

         

         The hotel lobby is quiet when Ife enters it through the revolving doors, and she slips off her shoes and walks barefoot over the plush red carpet, her sullied dress flowing behind her as she makes her way towards the front desk. She glances at the large gold-plated clock that sits on the wall behind the clerk. It’s already one in the morning, and, despite the day she’s had, Ife is relieved that it’s so late, that there is no one here to witness her walking through the hotel looking like she belongs in the post-breakup scene of a bad 80s rom-com.

         ‘Ah, Mrs Dolapo.’ The clerk, who looks as if he’s about to fall off his chair from boredom, sits up, suddenly alert as she approaches his desk. ‘We’ve been expecting you. It is Mrs Dolapo, isn’t it?’ He taps something into his computer, then squints.

         Ife confirms her identity. The clerk nods, and there is kindness in his tired eyes.

         ‘Suite 703. I’ll send Mr Dolapo straight up when he 22gets here.’ He winks at her, and Ife smiles weakly as she takes the key.

         When she opens the door to their suite, Ife realises too late the mistake she’s made in coming here. It lives up to its advertisement as the honeymoon suite, with its floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the sea and its large empty bed, another unwanted reminder that her husband isn’t here to share it with her.

         At first, the rose petals look like tiny drops of blood splattered all over the bed, and Ife has to blink several times, squeezing her eyes shut and then opening them again to clear the image from her mind. Two heart-shaped boxes of chocolates sit side by side on the bedside table, along with a bottle of champagne in a melting bucket of ice and two frosted flutes.

         She considers leaving, calling Tayo to come and pick her up, but the embarrassment of going back to the clerk to explain the situation or make up a half-baked lie overwhelms her desire to leave.

         Instead, she drops her shoes by the door and lies down on the bed, her toes tickling the carpet.

         Her phone pings in her Jimmy Choo bridal bag, and with a sigh Ife empties its contents onto the bed. Out fall her powder and a small make-up brush, tear-stained tissues, the bride and groom cake topper she’d swiped when no one was looking, and finally her mobile phone. She enters her passcode, Ade’s birthday, to unlock it. 23

         Notification after notification appears on the screen informing her that she’s been tagged in this photo and that video. She refuses to click on any of them, afraid that someone has recorded Ade’s arrest, that the most earth-shattering moment of her life is about to go viral.

         She swipes away each social-media notification with a flick of her thumb, flips over her phone and reaches for the remote to switch on the television. A rerun of Friends is on, and Ife grabs a box of chocolates and stuffs two in her mouth at a time. Moments later, half the box is gone and Ife has switched the television off in frustration. A show that had once been a comfort now only reminds her that the drama her life has become will not be resolved in a thirty-minute adventure complete with a laugh track.

         She stares at the bottle of champagne, knowing that she can’t but desperately wanting to. She grabs the bottle. Looks at the label, contemplating. Slowly she uncorks it, its celebratory pop urging her on. Squeezing her eyes shut, she lifts the cold wet bottle to her lips, and—

         Her phone pings again. Ife’s eyes fly open. She puts the bottle back on the table and turns her phone back over, hoping for a message from Mama or Ade’s lawyer, Robert. Instead, she finds a text from one of her former colleagues who hadn’t been able to make it to the wedding.

         Girl, wat happened?! Call me!!!

         Ife swipes the message away, hurt that her so-called friend 24hadn’t even bothered to ask how she was doing, that she only seemed interested in hearing the gossip. The fact that Ife has no idea what the gossip is only adds to her frustration.

         She swallows back the tears that are threatening to resurface. There’s no use feeling sorry for herself – she’s spent her entire life doing that. If she wants to know the truth, she’ll have to find out for herself.

         Robert picks up on the third ring. His voice is hoarse, like he’s used up his speaking quota for the day and now he’s running on empty.

         ‘How is he?’ she asks.

         ‘Hard to say. Better than expected, I think. He’s not answering questions very well, which doesn’t help. They’re insisting on keeping him overnight for more questioning.’

         ‘Can I speak with him?’

         ‘Not tonight. You might be able to see him tomorrow, but considering the ruckus Mama’s been making, it’s not looking likely.’

         Despite everything, Ife smiles. ‘That bad, huh?’

         ‘You know how she is.’

         ‘Robert?’ Ife swallows the excess saliva that’s pooling in her mouth. She wants to ask him the question that’s been plaguing her ever since the police slammed the handcuffs on her husband’s wrists and dragged him away. But deep down, buried in the part of her mind she’s been avoiding 25since the night Ade proposed to her, she already knows the answer.

         This is about Cynthia.

         There’s a moment of hesitation before he responds, and she can tell he knows what she’s about to ask.

         ‘Get some rest, Fey,’ he says gently. ‘He’s going to need you at your best.’

         With that, the line goes dead, and Ife stares at her phone, debating whether or not she should call him back. She is Ade’s wife now after all, and she deserves to know the truth.

         Except, if this is about Cynthia Bennet, she isn’t sure she wants to know.

         Just as she’s about to dial Robert’s number, Ife’s phone pings again. This time it’s a text message from an unknown number.

         youll pay for what you did. 26
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