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         It feels good to have come away, a relief. Titus won’t stop calling but she doesn’t answer. He is in a panic, he is upset, but she has left. She has come further than her legs can carry her: she has flown.

         ‘Mrs Owolabi,’ a woman says, through a cracked open door.

         Mojisola assumes it is the same woman she spoke to at the gate via intercom, two guards looking on. She has only the sharp, cautious voice to go by.

         ‘Thank you,’ Mojisola says, although she hasn’t felt true gratitude for many years now. ‘For letting me in.’

         ‘Well… I….’ The woman will struggle to find the words, everyone does. ‘I’m not sure what to say, Mrs Owolabi.’

         ‘Please don’t worry,’ she says. And then, ‘Call me Mojisola.’

         ‘Zelda. Zelda Petersen. I didn’t expect you. I didn’t know you were coming.’

         ‘It was sudden.’ Mojisola hopes the landlady will not invite her in, just give her the keys so she can be on her way. She doesn’t wish to make small-talk or pretend to be polite. And, really, it becomes apparent that there is no risk of hospitality: even with not much light and through only a crack Mojisola can see (or perhaps it is in the tone of the voice) that Zelda Petersen is, by necessity, a hardened woman. Zelda speaks with the suspicion of someone whose whole life has been about receiving visits from strange people looking for stranger things.

         ‘Well.’ She opens the door a little wider. ‘You’re straight from the airport?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I suppose you want to see the place, collect her things. I’ll get the key. Everything is as it was, more or less. I haven’t advertised, although I will soon.’ Zelda leaves the door open, still just that small crack, and retreats into the darkness. ‘Wait,’ she says, across her shoulder.

         There it is, Mojisola thinks, the caution. And from the way Zelda said, ‘Wait’, Mojisola understands that the woman is used to giving this instruction and not being defied. Mojisola stands to attention in the corridor, staring through the gap, seeing nothing. A cat with a striking white pelt, possessing what can only be referred to as cat-pride, goes past the small suitcase she’d packed in a hurry. The cat looks like royalty visiting the proletariat, inspecting the lands: ‘How is the crop this season? Are you ready for harvest?’ The animal winds about her stockinged legs and enters through the dark gap. She hears the tinkle of keys.

         ‘There you are.’ Zelda Petersen is addressing her cat. ‘Who told you to run off, hmm? Who told you to leave and scare me like that?’ From the way she talks to the cat, Mojisola understands that they are friends and that much of the friendship relies on the fact that the cat does not talk back.

         ‘Will you return it when you’re done?’ she asks, as she hands her the keys. Then she dips her head and seems, as if for the first time, to take in the suitcase. ‘Oh,’ Zelda says, as realisation dawns. ‘You’ll be staying?’

         ‘I’ll pay. If, as you say, the apartment is still available, then I’ll pay.’

         ‘Oh.’ Zelda’s lips are small and manage to fit into a rough circle just above a pale brown fleshy chin. The woman swallows, as if this action is now necessary in their short acquaintance. ‘And how long do you intend to stay, Mrs Owolabi? Ah, perhaps, if we’re talking money, you should come inside.’

         Zelda Petersen holds open the door and Mojisola crosses in. It is daytime outside but in Zelda’s apartment, night prevails. Even so, Mojisola sees a tail disappear through an open door at the end of the hallway.

         ‘In here,’ Zelda says, and they enter a room with only one chair. ‘Please sit.’ She puts on the glasses that have, until now, hung by a red thread on her bosom. ‘I’ll get my ledger.’

         Mojisola sits. Zelda Petersen is a woman with only two gears: caution and business.

         ‘It’s 3000 for the month. I can do pro rata.’ She has a calculator.

         Mojisola doesn’t know why, suddenly, they are doing sums. In fact, she has no money but she will not tell Zelda this. ‘I can make a deposit, perhaps?’

         At the mention of a transaction that requires some modicum of trust, Zelda Petersen’s face tightens; her lips wrinkle, lines form. She seems unhappy but Mojisola hopes she, too, has an intimidating face. Zelda and she are about the same age. Mojisola decides to shame the woman.

         ‘Do you have children, Zelda?’

         At the question, the muscles in Zelda’s face relax. It is not that she now looks kind or contrite, it is simply that she is a natural woman of war. At the mention of children, she understands that, at least for this battle, Mojisola has won.

         ‘I’ll give you the banking details,’ says Zelda. ‘I have them written down.’

         At the door again, Zelda watches Mojisola pick up her suitcase.

         ‘It’s number 81. Just along here and to the left. You didn’t respond to my enquiry about her things.’

         ‘Oh, didn’t I?’

         ‘Well, if you did, I didn’t get it. Anyway, I started packing, I hope you don’t mind. I had no choice. Space and time are money.’

         Mojisola nods.

         ‘Just as well you’re here,’ Zelda continues. ‘I couldn’t have risked sending the stuff down, couldn’t have risked footing the bill with no guarantee of reimbursement. I’m sure you can appreciate that.’

         Mojisola makes a smile. She has the bunch of keys squeezed into the centre of her fist. ‘Thank you,’ she says.

         ‘Please, Mrs Owolabi, don’t forget the payment.’

         
            *

         

         When Mojisola had alighted at the airport someone had addressed her in Zulu and she’d shaken her head, said, ‘I don’t understand’ — had to repeat, ‘I don’t understand,’ a few times until she realised there was no need. The person had understood her perfectly the first time. She had to cross through a crowd of people and get outside to find transport. Her attention was momentarily arrested by a little boy and his mother, she holding his hand while dragging a large suitcase.

         ‘You okay? How are you feeling?’ the mother asks the boy, who cannot be older than four.

         ‘I’m okay,’ he says.

         ‘You’re not sad,’ the mother says. Her voice is needling and Mojisola, walking just a few paces behind them, cannot stop herself from eavesdropping. Something, perhaps in the mother’s tone, is familiar and embarrassing to her. ‘Are you happy?’ When the boy nods she says, ‘Promise?’

         Mojisola slows her pace and ducks to find a bathroom. She feels conquered even without leaving the airport building, without venturing further than the lavatories.

         Finally outside, a taxi driver approaches. Mojisola is angry with the casual manner in which the man swings her towards his Corolla. He is too comfortable with himself; she is newly suspicious of the comfortable, the content.

         ‘Hey, Mama,’ he says, by way of greeting (too casual), and she nods because she is worried that if she opens her mouth, she’ll scold him.

         ‘Nice flight, Mama?’ He attempts small-talk for the first ten kilometres, then turns on a music station that she finds unsuitable. A person is talking staccato and Mojisola can pick out a swear word every few seconds. Unable to bear it, she asks him to switch it off.

         Her phone rings. It’s Titus. She ignores it.

         The taxi driver is unhappy with the silence. Mojisola can tell because his jaw is tightened. From the back seat she can see the added definition caused by him grinding his teeth. Perhaps he feels chastened. Maybe, later, he will complain to someone, his wife, about how difficult the job is, how unfriendly people are.

         Although he addressed her as ‘Mama’, she wonders about his age. It is something she has been doing lately. She wonders whether or not she could have given birth to him. One cannot tell just by looking, but Mojisola will be 60 soon. She decides he is in the vicinity of 30, which means she could well be his mother. Outside, Johannesburg is vast and unending. She closes her eyes but doesn’t sleep, a familiar pain keeping her alert; no doctor will cure it. When she opens her eyes again, she sees that the driver is staring at her in his rear-view mirror; his eyes dart back to the road. She notices some dirt on the seat beside her and wonders whether to point this out. Maybe she should make conversation after all, but she cannot muster a sense of duty to appease the driver, to make his drab job of ferrying passengers any more bearable by being agreeable. Not only, as she’s just discerned, is she old enough to be his mother, but she is tired. And, of course, she is grieving and so, at least for a time, owes nothing to anyone.

         They arrive at the complex and, even while bending at the intercom to ask for a Ms Petersen, Mojisola is unable to ignore the fact that Cove Crescent is neither cove nor crescent. She feels an anger disproportionate to the offence.

         
            *

         

         Zelda explains the bunch of keys.

         A blue rectangle the size of a matchbox: ‘For ingress and egress,’ says Zelda. ‘This is the button for egress.’

         Two keys for two locks. ‘This one is for the security gate. We’ve had a few instances…’

         Mojisola wonders whether Yinka was ever robbed. The question is plainly on her face.

         ‘Not in number 81,’ Zelda says. ‘But, yes, just last month that evil man on the ground floor thought he’d take a leak. I always say, at the Body Corporate meetings, I always say it: “Don’t leave the open door unattended.” He likes to leave his front door open — he says the apartment gets no light otherwise. The man is evil but for reasons I don’t have to mention. Point is, he said he just popped in for a quick call of nature. But I’d warned for that specific thing. I’d said, “Even a quick visit to the bathroom, lock the door.” Well, he’s either deaf or stubborn ’cause look what happened. He went for a leak and in that time, they managed to steal his TV.’

         Mojisola is assailed by the long story, surprised to be given so much more information than necessary. ‘And? Did they hurt him? Is he okay?’

         ‘No. He died last week, actually.’

         Mojisola’s face drops.

         ‘Prostate cancer,’ says Zelda. ‘Look, Mrs Owolabi, the point is, lock up.’

         ‘So the block is unsafe, then?’ Mojisola feels her second thoughts arriving. She’s had none since she’d made her decision in her kitchen in Cape Town.

         ‘Well, I won’t say “unsafe”. The point is, lock your doors. That’s the point. This is Gauteng.’

         Two trinkets attached to a silver keyring. ‘Those are hers. I suppose, when you eventually return the keys, you can keep them.’ Zelda Petersen gives you what belongs to you and extracts your gratitude all the same.

         
             

         

         Two keys stand between Mojisola and the apartment. One short and multi-grooved for the metal gate Zelda informed her about, doom of Armageddon in her voice. The other key is more regular in its features, for a wooden door that gives way with a scrape when Mojisola puts her weight on it. She has lost weight but, even so, she will always remain a soft, round woman.

         As a girl growing up, as a teenager, she was good. She wasn’t popular but she was liked well enough. Liked for being quiet and kind, too intelligent (top of the class) to ignore but insufficiently forward or noisy to be popular. She was contained. Held together in the checkered green uniform of her school, her sash always bowed and her shoes always polished. With her grades and neat appearance she would have been an easy pick for school prefect if not for her impossibly soft voice. Mojisola had said so little in school that some of her classmates believed the rumour of a stutter. But Mojisola does not stutter and never has. Instead she simply learnt, very early, how to bite her tongue.

         Her mother was known in the community as a respectable woman, with the church, the women’s council, the lay preachers and prison visits, the visiting of the sick. Her mother took her little girl along on her duties. All through childhood Mojisola sat quietly beside a praying mother, a hymn-singing mother. She had to sit still; fidgeting in front of the dying did not bode well.

         Her recent weight loss is due to mourning. As a neighbour, coming round with a plate of condolence, put it, ‘You have dropped.’ Growing up, flesh and heft had always been the measure of feminine beauty. Mojisola remembers waking up a teenager and the fellowship circle warning her mother to be careful, to train her daughter accordingly. For this reason Mojisola can barely remember a time she was not protecting the world (and herself) from her body. This body of hers is shorter than average, which she accepts with grace. Perhaps from the influence of a childhood steeped in Bible study, and a simple appreciation for how things are, she understands that her height, her weight, her nose, everything about her, is all right and fine.

         Mojisola’s eyes are small and precise, her cheeks not high-boned but pronounced and soft. Her skin is okay, not great because of an outbreak of acne in her 16th year that left her even more shy and uncertain of her beauty. Still, Mojisola has shiny hair, an enviable bust, a melodic voice and a melancholic look that, when courting was finally appropriate, attracted poets and accountants alike. Titus, her husband, is neither. In her adult years, her university years, away from the judgement of her mother, Mojisola was complimented — mostly by her female classmates — on the loveliness of her calves, their length and generous shape, the bones in her ankles. In fact, the entire stretch of leg (the pair of them) was admired.

         It is with these legs (they have not changed) that she walks slowly into her daughter’s apartment, shuts the door behind her, takes two steps, hangs her head, closes her eyes. She must stand here. Eventually she must move too. Because she knows she won’t die, not yet. She’ll live long. That’s her charge. She opens her eyes and looks about. Someone has left her a note but in a language she does not speak. It is not sufficient to translate: the note must be read in its original language. If she had lived a different life, she, Mojisola, would be fluent by now and in no need of translation. But she has lived the life she has, and it has brought her here, now. The task ahead is daunting but clear: she must learn the language in which the note is written and ultimately read the message.

         This is what it is like for Mojisola to be standing in No. 81, standing in the home of her dead child, a space she has never been in, was never invited to. She is still for a moment. There is a coolness — perhaps a window is open somewhere. But then this reasoning is surpassed by a louder assessment. Mojisola feels, on entering the apartment and closing the door behind her, that she has entered a space of perverse quality. It feels subterranean, which is not logical since she is two floors up. She takes a few steps further in. Subterranean or interstellar, in defiance of ground rules. The place is a crypt or a rocket shuttle. This is something to arm herself with.

         Mojisola cradles the notion and bends to take off her shoes. She does so not because it is her habit but because there is a line of shoes at the entrance door. It is a clue to the laws of this home and Mojisola is obligated to comply. She places her black court shoes beside a pair of leather sandals, straps darkened from sweat. There is, too, a pair of red heels (squeaky vinyl) and an evidently much-loved pair of bedroom slippers. Also, disconcertingly, there is a single rubber slipper.

         She walks, her feet touching the terracotta tiles, absorbing the cool of them, their take from a cold night. There is a breeze. A window must be open and Mojisola decides to find it. Somehow, the coolness of the house offends.

         In the first part of the home, everything is conjoined: a compact open-plan kitchen separated from the dining area by a counter laden with bank letters and a bunch of flyers — Fruit ’n’ Veg, We Do Boards, Cameraland. There is a small dining table with four mismatched chairs; a little beyond is a sea-grey couch, a large cardboard box and a wingback covered with a once-white bedsheet. The spare furnishings, the absence of photographs or little flourishes, the pale curtains, drawn: Mojisola notes all this, accepting that she’d held a curiosity for something as mundane as what kind of bedsheets her daughter had bought, or if she used placemats. She’d imagined that her personality, otherwise indecipherable, could be revealed through such choices.

         Her mind returns to the draught. She checks the kitchen: the windows above the sink are closed. Mojisola stands for a while in the hallway, a contracted space that separates this first part of the home from the second. There are two bedrooms; a bathroom sits between them. She is standing because she doesn’t know which room is her daughter’s. She doesn’t want to make a mistake and enter: she is not ready. She has to guess, somehow, which room is the guest room. Into here she should carry her suitcase and perhaps lie down for a few minutes, think a bit.

         She is presented with two doors, neither forthcoming as to what lies beyond. In a second she hazards a guess, pushes against the handle and it gives, slides as if it needed no persuasion.

         It hurts her eyes to stand in this room. Yinka hasn’t slept in it for weeks but it still smells of her; it looks like her. The whole thing is her face, bright with curtains. Mojisola is surprised by her sense of calm. She moves past the bed, using the side of her leg to press into it, wanting to touch solid things; the door had not fought her but instead just given way. There’s the window, wide open to the weather. She pulls it in, glancing outside where the morning is passing. Yinka’s bedroom window looks out onto a garden. There are roses, white and pink, their heads bobbing as if in conversation.

         The phone rings — she’d left her bag on the kitchen counter. At the door to Yinka’s room she plays with the light switch. On. Off. On. Off. On. Off.

         ‘Hello?’ She’d told him not to call, to give her time, not to ask for any explanations. If he pushes, she’ll remind him about the broken vows, will throw that in his face.

         ‘Moji?’

         ‘Titus.’

         After each other’s names, nothing else is said for a while, as if that in itself is the sum of a real phone call; a roll-call.

         ‘Listen.’

         ‘Yes?’ He is so anxious he is naked, in a way that their years of marriage have never revealed. ‘Yes, Moji?’

         Or maybe he has always been so, and it is she who has never seen.

         ‘You there?’

         Now that she has his attention, she isn’t sure what else to say. She makes her breath audible — lets that fill the silence.

         ‘How are you? How’s your stress?’ Titus asks, when she still says nothing.

         She shakes her head, thinks, I asked him not to call me. Not for a while, a long while.

         ‘Moji?’

         The silence continues, the silence that is their marriage, both comfort and curse.

         ‘How’s Mouse?’ She can ask about the family cat, a stray Yinka rescued. Mojisola has no special affinity for cats but she can ask. In turn, she hopes he will simply ring off. He responds and she moves from the kitchen, with the phone to her ear, down the hall again. The door to the room is open. Had she left it so?

         ‘You there?’ he asks.

         ‘Ehn? Yes…yes, yes.’

         He is silent. So is she.

         
            *

         

         When she peeks inside, Mojisola sees that the cardboard box is full of Yinka’s things. She sits down on the wingback, grabbing the box by the ear and dragging it to settle between her thighs. This position reminds her of the years she spent plaiting Yinka’s hair into cornrows for Staff School, when they were still in Ife. The memory comes like a window, sweet and polished, unbidden. Mojisola smiles, cracking the skin on her face. One week Sade Adu, the next ṣùkú with the plaits all starting from the forehead, sides and nape, and climbing upwards to the crown. There was a clever way to collect the braided hair on the top of the head that Mojisola was unable to master. She blamed this inability on being born left-handed, then converted into a right-hander.

         She’d endured what to her young self had felt like years, but must have been several months at the most, of sitting at the table to do homework, the Bible weighed down upon her left hand, her mother walking past occasionally to check that her right-handed letters were straight. On and off she got rashes on the offending left hand. The doctor prescribed creams, and the rash would disappear for a while, then return, disappear, return and so on. Her handwriting was barely legible. She entered varsity and read geography. At the start of each lesson her head would hurt. She believed these recurring headaches to be some sort of miswiring; it was the brain arguing with itself about how to think, as a left-handed person or as a right. She excelled in her studies, though, and the headaches subsided. Her letters were never quite straight and her corn-rows often messy.

         Her own mother had insisted on short hair (never allowed to grow beyond half an inch) until the end of secondary school. In university, finally free, Mojisola cultivated an Afro and then, when her hair grew even longer, used her scholarship money to get her tresses twisted and greased. She spent her spare time sitting in salons with the styles of the day plastered about the walls; unfashionable in every other sense, she never lost her passion for hair and keeping to trends. Years later when mothers popped in and said, perplexed, ‘Sade Adu?’ Mojisola knew the style, could draw it for them. Sunday evenings were often a frenzy of mothers phoning around to find out what the prescribed hairstyle for the week was, especially those mothers who were not Nigerian and didn’t understand the school rule for all the girls’ heads to look the same. Mojisola was often consulted and was happy to answer questions with confidence: she knew the styles even if she didn’t know how to execute them perfectly. Anyhow, much later, after the Owolabis left Ife for Cape Town, a teenaged Yinka asked to straighten her thick hair; she asked for a hairband to hold the limp strands. Mojisola’s braiding abilities — poor or otherwise — were no longer required. But sitting like this, just now, with the cardboard box between her thighs, all the hairstyles line up in her memory. Pàtẹ́wọ́, where the cornrows come from the sides and clap together down a line that runs from crown to nape.

         Mojisola opens the flaps. Since Yinka had left them, moved out, Mojisola had asked many times to come and visit but always the child’s strong response: No. Once she’d said, ‘Not yet,’ but only once. Right at the top, upfront, like a signpost, is a picture of Yinka. She doesn’t touch it. So hard to look, but she must. After all, she is here to see: what a waste it would be to come all this distance only to turn away. Or, more accurately, stay blinkered. Mojisola bats her eyelids several times, then focuses on the photograph. Immediately she notices that in the many months she has not seen Yinka (seen, spoken to, written to — what other forms of absence exist?) her daughter had put on some weight. A very tiny bit. Yinka had always been ferociously slender (that was her term). In high school, their second year in South Africa, the guidance counsellor had grouped her with a few girls who could not (would not) keep their food down. A note was written to the parents and Yinka was marched to the family doctor, who proclaimed her healthy. ‘I’m just ferociously slender,’ she began to say.

         Mojisola picks up the photograph. It is a Polaroid and the edges are sharp. Her suspicions that it was taken recently are confirmed by the fact that Yinka is wearing a dress she does not recognise, a fire-truck red, dangerously short at both ends. Her cheeks are full and perhaps her bottom somewhat more generous. Mojisola doesn’t know how to feel about this. That in the many months of their (in the end, final) separation, her daughter had started to fill out. She stares as if looking at a person for the first time; the first chance to study them without the fear of being noticed, being looked at in return — the grace of replicas. Really she is and can only be looking for one thing, she is trying to make a decision as to whether Yinka looks happy or sad. Was the extra eating due to nerves or had her daughter been thriving, eating up life in a way? If she considers the extra eating as a product of nerves or melancholy, she is affirming the notion that something was wrong, that Yinka was unhappy, that she, Mojisola, had failed her own child. The failure is plain and unavoidable because, just two weeks ago, her baby, Yinka Owolabi, had died, 24 years old and alone.

         When the policeman had started talking, Mojisola had wanted to interrupt and say, ‘But I’m on my way,’ as if she wasn’t the mother of a dead child, rather a mother fractionally late, delayed but on her way. Just that morning she’d decided she would phone Yinka and tell her that she was coming, not ask permission. She would say, ‘Send me the address, I’m your mother.’ As if that was a magic word to set the world right-ways again. ‘Ma’am, are you there?’ the policeman had asked. ‘Did you hear me?’ Yes, she’d heard. The person she’d made was no more. For many days afterwards she’d wanted a gun. Never having considered herself a killer, suddenly she’d lusted for blood. She collected all her anger — at herself, at Yinka, at Titus, at the world that won’t wait — and held it at the base of her throat. It hurt to talk. And she was brimstone. If she’d owned a gun, people would be dead by now, but common sense prevailed: the world is better off without a gun-toting Mojisola Owolabi. No, violence was not the answer. Instead here she is, come to see, to check. She cannot really afford to come away but nonetheless she has done so. It’s her savings she will use and whatever Titus supposes he ought to deposit into her account. For now he is confused and beseeching, but if he becomes resentful, she may get nothing. She is momentarily bitter about a lifetime as a housewife, but her grief overtakes her regret. It is, after all, the more pressing of the two.

         
            *

         

         Yinka’s laptop. Mojisola slides the machine out of its leather sleeve and clicks it open. After an image of a red hibiscus flashes on the screen she is presented with ‘Password’ and a slot for her to fill in, the cursor blinking. She knows it will be wrong but, somehow reflexively, she types in her own name. ‘Incorrect,’ says the screen. ‘Try again.’ She is returned to a fresh empty slot.

         She is sitting, attempting to imagine what Yinka would have used as a password when there is a knock on the door. Mojisola struggles to pull herself away from the task at hand, and when she does, she is sorry — there in the doorway is the tight-mouthed landlady.

         ‘Have you made the deposit, Mrs Owolabi?’

         ‘You can call me Mojisola.’

         ‘Perhaps after your payment has cleared, I will.’

         She checks to see if the woman is joking. She isn’t. Zelda’s question remains unanswered between them. Mojisola enjoys the knowledge that possession is nine tenths of some law somewhere in the world and, for now, she is in possession of the flat: it is on her to invite Zelda in, close the door in her face, keep her standing at the gate. It is all on her.

         ‘By the way, I noticed you didn’t lock the door,’ Zelda says.

         Mojisola waits. Zelda’s topics are money and warnings. Apparently they’ve exhausted money, now come the warnings.

         ‘You shouldn’t leave the door unlocked, Mrs Owolabi. I understand Capetonians might be naïve but, really, here you must be careful.’

         ‘There is crime everywhere,’ Mojisola says, almost bored.

         ‘In fact, no. There is theft everywhere. Petty attempts to grab at what isn’t yours. What I am speaking of, Mrs Owolabi, here in Gauteng is proper crime. Organised crime.’

         Mojisola looks amused; there is pride in Zelda’s voice.

         ‘I mean stealth,’ says Zelda. ‘And precision.’

         Mojisola is not in the mood to compare the criminalities of the two cities. She has been a guest at dinner parties, some colleague of Titus’s, Professor Such and Such, and she has witnessed this rally play itself out. A visiting Jo’burger attempting to impress by telling hijacking tales, someone from East London sufficiently horrified, a Capetonian with an anecdote about getting caught up in a robbery at the Pick ’n’ Pay on Main Road, Rondebosch. Someone knows someone whose neighbour had their house cleaned out by the very woman they’d hired to clean it — this told for laughs, for wordplay, so much sacrificed at the altar of entertainment. Someone knows someone whose daughter was transported in the back of a Toyota for eight hours, the assailants occasionally stopping the car to come round, open the boot and taunt the young woman with rape. They seemed to get off on the taunting, as if that was a kind of rape in itself. This told to buy silence, to prohibit laughter, herald grim departures from the party and solemn speechless agreement as to the dire state of the nation.

         Mojisola recalls a day she went on foot to the grocery store. She just needed a carton of milk. Normally she’d have driven but she reasoned it was just a five-minute walk through a neighbourhood she’d lived in for years. What could possibly befall her? And yet the thought having surfaced — that there was a danger — she entered the sunny road and walked slowly down the way, turning. Just before she arrived at the shop there was a patch of open grass she had to walk past and, in a split second, her heart jumped as a looming figure approached. And then she stopped and laughed and laughed and laughed — she’d jumped at the sight of her own shadow.

         ‘Who are we more afraid of? The criminals or ourselves?’

         Zelda looks a little stunned by the question, her eyes startled as if by a sudden flash. Mojisola remembers the dark apartment. She is about to follow up the question with something soothing and apologetic when Zelda finds her way to a response.

         ‘It is not a joke, Mrs Owolabi.’

         Mojisola wants to say she isn’t joking but Zelda, fully recovered from the cryptic question, has the air of someone who has settled an argument and is now generously looking to change the topic.

         ‘So,’ Zelda says, and she cranes her neck to look into the apartment.

         Mojisola feels tired and hopes that, without her having to say another word, Zelda Petersen will exhaust her repertoire of conversation and leave.

         ‘Are you packing her things?’

         ‘Well, I—’

         ‘I’m assuming you don’t mean to stay too long.’

         ‘I…I—’ The phone rings in the back. Bloody Titus.

         ‘I hope you found everything as expected. I didn’t snoop, but when you didn’t respond to my letter, well, then I had to… you know.’

         Zelda looks expectant and it takes only half a second for Mojisola to understand that she is fishing, that even the stuffy nose-in-the-air landlady is not above some titbit of information she can later use as batter for gossip. She is looking at her, the failed mother, the spectacle of the mother who lost a child.

         ‘Everything is fine,’ says Mojisola. ‘Is there something you are specifically worried about?’ She can feel a sulphuric bubble in her chest.

         Zelda is like all the others, their humanity disfigured by curiosity. The neighbour with the condolence plate of koeksisters had already asked the same thing. They don’t ask it outright, but it is tucked into the corners of their speech, and all the while they’re looking at her, the mother, asking with their eyes, ‘How did you let this happen?’

         ‘Mrs Owolabi, I was asking an innocent question. I only—’

         Before any more can be said there starts up, in the background in an apartment somewhere among the many, the cries of a woman in sexual ecstasy. Mojisola sees her own combination of horror and longing mirrored on Zelda’s face as they absorb the noise. As desired, Zelda speaks no further. She simply backs away down the hall until Mojisola can no longer see her.

         
            *

         

         She goes to bed in her flannels. Feels muggy in the head. Mugged. All the talk of crime, she gets up from bed and checks the locks twice before cursing Zelda and trying to fall asleep. After all her trepidation (promising herself she would rather sleep on the floor), she has collapsed onto Yinka’s long and wide bed. It seems a small thing but when she came to lie down there was a curl of hair on the pillow. She’d collected it and placed it in the pocket of her pyjamas.

         Every home has its sounds. Mojisola is accustomed to the night sounds of her home in Cape Town. There is a tap that defies correction and has dripped for as long as they’ve lived in the house. During the bustle of the day the sound is imperceptible but at night, in bed, the tap in their bathroom can resemble a footfall. Titus had never minded. Over time Mojisola, too, grew accustomed to it, but every now and again she’d hear it and startle. ‘It’s just the tap,’ Titus would say.

         Yinka’s home has night sounds Mojisola cannot interpret. There is a rhythmic scratching noise that must be a neighbour, she decides, someone living above, but what are they doing and at such regular intervals? There is a noise that sounds like someone trying a door handle — it is this noise that has her check the front door before swearing off such paranoia and deciding, henceforth, to ignore all noises.

         Her mind goes then to her earlier stupidity, that desperate conceit that had made her type in her own name when seeking a password for Yinka’s laptop. After Zelda left, Mojisola hadn’t returned to the task of working out the password. Instead she’d closed the laptop, realising caution was required. She doesn’t know for sure, but she assumes she will not be given endless opportunities to guess. Maybe she has all of three chances and already one has been squandered on silliness. Or maybe she has five. There was also a cellphone in the box, which Mojisola set up to charge. In the morning, possibly, it will demand a password too, but she will worry about that then. First, she has to fall asleep.

         When she’d first decided and then booked her flight to Johannesburg, Mojisola’d had no way of knowing what lay ahead, only that she must leave Cape Town, leave Titus and come here. She had the address of Yinka’s flat because the landlady had written and mentioned the personal effects that needed to be sent. By that stage, Mojisola had become used to the sting of being contacted by strangers telling her things she didn’t know about her own child. The humiliation of it.

         
            Dear Prof. and Mrs Owolabi,

            My name is Zelda Petersen. I was your daughter’s landlady here at Cove Crescent, Midrand, Gauteng. I am sorry for your loss. I had expected someone to come by the flat but as I have not heard from you, I thought it appropriate to write. I have this physical address because it is the alternative address Yinka provided when we performed the security check. I hate to bring up anything unpleasant but some of Yinka’s things remain and I, as life dictates, am required to let the flat. Which brings me to another delicate matter. As per law the lease does not terminate on the passing of the tenant (Yinka). In fact her executor (I assume that is you, her parents) is required to terminate the lease. Can you please do so, in writing, post haste. Monies owing (for instance if you require that I courier her belongings) will be sent to this address in the form of an invoice, and I would appreciate prompt response. I apologise for interrupting your grief with these seemingly trivial matters. Thank you for taking the time to attend to my requests.

            Kind regards,

            Zelda A. Petersen

         

         In person Zelda Petersen is much less courteous than her letter suggested. Having now met her, Mojisola is left with the impression that the woman is only rude because she has not the time to compose the polite version of herself. Is that all courtesy is then, a few seconds, bought or stolen, to tame one’s beast? But, regardless, the letter had come as a final piece to a plan that had been forming in Mojisola’s mind ever since she’d received the phone call. That call no parent wishes to answer, that no one really, in a perfect world, should ever have to make.

         ‘Mrs. Owolabi? Did you hear me?’

         It was the words ‘by her own hand’ that had made any response impossible. She couldn’t speak. The policeman must have lifted that string of words from a textbook. Yinka was dead by her own hand?

         ‘Ma’am? Hello?’

         Her Yinka?

         ‘Mrs. Owolabi?’

         She couldn’t breathe but only for a half a minute, then the air flushed bringing with it more anger than any world would ever survive. Then, as quickly as the emotions had flooded her body, something began to set — stiffen — in her veins. She could breathe again but there was no feeling in her chest. She’d been in the kitchen doing dishes when the call had come through. Now she needed to get away, go away, but she would have to go far — she needed to run from the news, run from a moment when Yinka Owolabi could be dead by her own hand.

         
            *

         

         Hunger wakes Mojisola before daylight. Yinka’s fridge carries four eggs, a dish of butter and there is half a loaf of bread in the freezer. Mojisola fishes out a frying pan and cracks two eggs, smelling each one before searching for a spatula. She should go shopping but she must avoid Zelda Petersen. Perhaps there is a back way. She makes a note to explore. She could escape, buy groceries, think of the next step. She is here to see, to untangle everything. There is the laptop with its question-mark password. She feels dangerous in her freedom, but, of course, it is all held in a tight bag of anguish.

         What sounds like footsteps come to the door and Mojisola can almost see, through the hard wood, Zelda Petersen raise her hand to knock. But nothing happens. And then a phone rings. She ignores it. Titus has always been persistent. When he courted her it was useful but ever since it’s been a nuisance. He thinks she’s sick again, that’s why he keeps calling. Thinks ‘acute stress’ is the explanation for their entire marriage and for her struggles with Yinka. The ringing stops but starts up again, and it is only this second chance to listen to the chime that makes Mojisola realise it is not her ringtone. She starts about the flat, looking. It is Yinka’s charged-up cellphone that is ringing and as Mojisola picks it up the sound goes dead. She waits for the phone to ring again but several minutes pass and it does not. The name in the window for the missed call says ‘PM’.

         Mojisola goes to flip the eggs. She remembers the curl of hair from the previous night, checks the pocket and it is gone. Looking for it reminds her of a programme she would watch on days when she didn’t care about the laundry or was too tired to think of preparing dinner. Each episode had a police detective searching, sifting through prints and smudges, locks of hair, drops of blood. Mojisola turns off the stove. She eats the eggs, slightly overcooked, tasting each unremarkable morsel — she forgot the seasoning. When she’s done, she reaches for Yinka’s phone, presses the button and the window gives her a face of dots.

         ‘Aah,’ she exclaims. More passwords; our lives are coded, nothing ever given in the clearest of terms.

         The grid of dots. Mojisola understands she must make a figure without lifting her finger. She first draws out the letter y — a v on a stick — imagining this to be the obvious code Yinka would use. Y for Yinka. Y for…It doesn’t work. For ‘yes’, for ‘yesterday’. Mojisola next tries m. For ‘me’, she thinks, but secretly she is thinking, For Mojisola. Mummy. Mama. Mine. It doesn’t work. Now, with neither m nor y, Mojisola decides that somehow the code must be random. There is no real logic to this decision, but she feels it instinctively and despairs. There are 26 letters in the alphabet, two of which she has eliminated, but surely she will not be given 24 more chances to guess. Is the code random or deliberate? she thinks again, feeling less certain than only moments before.

         She gets up to wash her hands although she couldn’t explain why. She decides at the faucet, returns to the phone and draws a 1 or an I down the centre of the grid. Strangely she is angry when the phone greets her; annoyed with life, with phones, with her daughter dead, with herself, for the flush of success that comes up in her cheeks, for a sense of excitement in playing a game she’s lost anyway. Nothing she does henceforth will bring the child back.

         She scrolls to find the missed call. PM. The necessity for covertness assails her and she instinctively chooses to dial the number from her phone, not Yinka’s.

         ‘Hello?…Hello?’

         ‘Hello.’ She hasn’t spoken since Zelda’s unwanted visit the previous evening — her vocal cords are stiff. ‘Who’s this? PM? Is this PM?’

         ‘What the — who the fuck is this? How do you…?’

         ‘It’s…it’s, ehm, a — a friend of Yinka’s. She gave me your number.’

         He pauses then, cautious, ‘Yes? Okay.’ He sounds uncertain. ‘Well, how can I help? Where is she? I’ve been trying to reach her. Can you please tell—’

         Mojisola drops the call rather than relay the news. PM calls back several times but she doesn’t pick up. She stands apart from the phone, unable to look away, unable to answer. She stands and watches the calls come through. Eventually they stop. After washing the dishes and making the bed — duty follows her even here, even now — Mojisola goes back to Yinka’s phone and scrolls through ‘Contacts’. The flow of names has a meditative effect. There are three Carmens. There is a Demita. Mojisola pauses on names that really are not names. Hot Stuff. Jam Again. The Wood. She is tempted to dial a number, open a page of her daughter’s life, like a diary, and collect answers to all her hanging questions. But something keeps her scrolling. There is a King and she passes quickly through L M N O P (Piano-tuner) to check if perhaps there is a Queen. There isn’t. Q. Quinta. Quinta. Remi. Ridwaan. Uriel.

         By the time she gets to Zolile, Mojisola has a headache. What is she to do? Phone everyone on Yinka’s list? And say what? Interview them? When PM (is that a name, a time of day or a physical condition?) asked, she’d said she was a friend. That was instinctive. She knew. She knew that if she were to come and see, to check, to insert herself into a life she should have known but didn’t, she could come as neighbour, as friend, as classmate; she could come as teacher, as gym-buddy, as enemy, but she could not come as mother. So what? So she presents herself (friend) in front of these names. Quinta. King. All the names. Line them all up and question them?

         She puts the phone down for half an hour, spends that time looking for the other blue slipper. What would I ask them? Mojisola thinks, as she bends, with some difficulty, to look beneath the couch. No slipper. She’ll say…she’ll say… What? They’ll see through her, smell the guilt. See that she is the mother and come around finally to the same question everyone else has: ‘How did you let this happen?’

         
            *

         

         Titus had been on campus at the time of the news. Later, in relation to Mojisola’s reaction, the physician would say acute stress disorder, a label Titus would memorise and proceed to use on her like a weapon. At the time of the call however, it hadn’t crossed Mojisola’s mind to phone and tell Titus, or to ask him to come home so she could tell him face to face. These were not the kinds of thoughts she was having. Suddenly she wasn’t even thinking about her daughter dead, the policeman, she wasn’t imagining a body, a mortuary, a funeral. Her brain was fighting, fighting for a different universe and the best way to fight seemed to be to run. She was assailed by a desperate need to get away — from the house, from herself, from the pain waiting to pounce. But first the house.

         It was just after midday and the roads were busy. Mojisola thought people were probably hungry. She thought, they either have food or want it. They are either about satisfying their appetite or suppressing it. Her steps were shaky, as if her legs were new, as if the road was polished black ice instead of rough tar. She walked away from the house — from the call — up Harfield and, after a cursory glance at the Arderne Gardens, turned right onto Main. As she walked Mojisola noticed that a man was gesticulating at her from across the road; he was shouting something at her, his mouth ajar, violent. She stopped abruptly; the woman walking behind, a baby to her bosom, swore and sidestepped, sending Mojisola a look of annoyance before walking on with her child safe in her arms. Mojisola stood staring at the man for a few seconds, the time it took for her to realise something was wrong — she could not hear a word he was saying, she in fact could not hear anything, she’d gone deaf.

         The man’s mouth was still wide open. He was standing next to a white minibus taxi. Still unable to hear, Mojisola reasoned that he was probably trying to get her to climb in — maybe he thought she was headed to Mowbray or Woodstock or the Foreshore. Maybe she should head to the water. If she plunged in, her whole body (nothing left back), the cold unforgiving Cape Town water might jolt her blood. Maybe then she’d awaken back into the correct universe. Mojisola started walking again.

         She headed down Main Road, her steps suddenly certain, ten kilometres of road between her and the Atlantic. She didn’t feel the need to run just then or get into a minibus taxi or think of the train and the train tracks heading into the city. She needed to walk. She tried not to think of the sergeant at the other end of the line asking if she’d heard him. She struggled to excise from her mind that Yinka was gone, by her own hand, that was what he’d said, that while she’d been on her way, just a little late but coming, her baby had died.

         She passed Wilderness Road, studying the Claremont library, thinking innocently of when last she’d borrowed a book. There were men at the side of the road, to her left, selling bitsy things, cellphone chargers, minuscule batteries. They called out to each other in French, to prospective customers in English and Xhosa. On her right she saw a man bent almost double trying to fetch something off the ground. His pants were falling down and she could see his brown bottom, the dark valley demarcating one buttock from the other. As he straightened up, she saw he had picked up a dirty coin and that he was propped on a wooden crutch, that he had only one leg. Ahead, the woman and her child were way in front; she would never catch up with them and, of course, there was no reason to. Within reach was another woman, whose head was covered with a pink scarf. She was wobbly. Mojisola looked at her feet and noted she was wearing unreasonably high heels. She looked like she might fall at any step — she could barely stay on the pavement. ‘Take off those stupid shoes,’ Mojisola felt like saying, but she merely made a wide arc around her, walked on.

         Then, as if in punishment for her lack of solidarity (woman-to-woman and in full knowledge of societal pressure to wear unreasonable shoes), Mojisola’s bum was on the pavement. She’d slipped on wet garbage and the strap of her sandal had broken. Someone tried to help her up, but she batted him away and, after staring a while, he let her be. People walked around her while she collected her thoughts. She still needed to walk but could not do so without shoes. It was decided, she would pop into Cavendish, pick up a pair of shoes, and get back on the road.

         The minute she entered the mall, her hearing returned, assaulting her with noise — she wished she were deaf. She navigated the bustle. Each time she passed someone languidly sipping a cup of coffee she fought the urge to punch them. Fought the urge to stomp up to them — somebody with designer glasses, someone who got their teeth fixed, someone wearing underwear as outerwear, using cleavage to flirt — and land a punch into their guts. (She thought of the gun she didn’t own.) They were obscene and ugly. People had shopping bags, so many they didn’t have enough fingers to hook (ten weren’t enough); they hung them on their legs, dragged them along the shiny tiles, laughing, stopping to answer their iPhones. It had been a bad idea to come into Cavendish because nothing is more detrimental to the mourner than commerce. Mojisola felt enraged and simultaneously exhausted, resisting her anger, trying to quell the impulse to strike out. Finally, at a sports shop, she sat on a cushion and sank her feet into a pair of Nikes.

         ‘Are you preparing for the marathon, ma’am? That’s an excellent choice.’

         Mojisola remembered the famous Cape Town marathon that claimed the streets each year. ‘Yes,’ she said, dazed.

         ‘Well, good choice. Let’s check here.’ The woman bent over and felt the tips of the shoes. Good choice! She’d gone for the first thing she’d seen and now she looked doubtfully at the bright pink. She didn’t wish to talk, though, to argue about colours, she didn’t even wish to be inside this shop. What she wanted, needed, to do was walk.

         ‘So — will you take them?’

         Mojisola couldn’t ask if they had a different colour, such a question fraught with sin. She nodded. The salesperson appeared amused but happy for the quick purchase, the lack of indecision.

         ‘Keep them on,’ she offered. ‘I’ll put these in the box. You can pay over here.’

         At the counter there was the problem of money. Both Mojisola and the clerk realised the same thing at the same time — that she had none. That was where the unity ended. The clerk assumed Mojisola was some nut from off the street or a chancer. Mojisola alone knew that her only error was to have run away without her purse. She left the shop, too preoccupied to be embarrassed.

         Back outside she threw her sandals (one with a broken strap, the other functioning but useless) into a blue bin. She took huge gulps of air then headed back to Main Road. Right. ‘Are you preparing for a marathon?’ the saleswoman had asked. And with that Mojisola worked her stride into a gentle jog. She ran amok all over Cape Town. She ran for upwards of three hours and would have gone on running if Titus hadn’t sent out a search party. Mojisola was picked up by a patrol unit along Beach Road, her clothes soaked through, feet bloody, heart broken.

         
            *

         

         The idea to check Yinka’s last dialled numbers comes when Mojisola is wondering whether to fry the last two eggs. The idea and what she is doing at the time have no obvious connection. Just that she is sufficiently distracted for the idea to surface. Surely there will be something significant about this number, the last she dialled. There’ll be a date to it, maybe even a time. There was no investigation, there was no need for one, but Mojisola suddenly feels she is in her own crime movie.

         PM’s question about Yinka’s whereabouts had taken her by surprise. She’d assumed, naively that anyone on Yinka’s phone would know more than her, not less. She’d set it up wrongly, introducing herself as a friend. This time she will be neutral. She will be a company with a parcel maybe. An insurance salesperson, someone from the insignificant spaces of life, someone in an office with Yinka’s name on a list of thousands. ‘And why are you calling me?’ the last-dialled-number person would ask. Quinta or King. She would say, ‘Yinka gave me this number, gave you as a friend.’ Friend. Mojisola would not recognise her daughter’s friends in the street. Yinka had always made it that way and they, as parents, had never insisted either. And now she’s confronted with all these unfamiliar names on Yinka’s phone. Mojisola experiences, not for the first time nor the last, a measure of her failure. Her own mother had been so diligent about Mojisola’s friends. ‘Who are you sitting next to in class?’ she would ask at the start of each school year, and she once went so far as to request Mojisola change seats. It turned out the girl her mother had disapproved of was the daughter of a politician who Mojisola’s mother had referred to as a thief.

         That was it: parents were meant to be obsessively interested in their children’s friends. As are the proportions of life, the friends would eventually take up more room than the parents, so while you still had a greater fraction you were to influence the nature of those friendships, calibrate them, take out the bad influences and introduce the good. Mojisola had resented her mother’s intrusions and thought it best to give Yinka much more room. Was that an excuse or a reason? Was her daughter dead because of it?

         Mojisola leaves the uncracked eggs on the counter and goes once more to Yinka’s phone. What was on her child’s mind the morning she died, who did she phone and why? Maybe King knows. Or Quinta. Or Remi. A whole life Mojisola has no access to. She has no way of deciphering who means what and why. What can they tell her, really? Can they explain what happened, precisely and in detail?

         Mojisola scrolls to the call log till she hits the date she has memorised — Yinka’s last day alive. In the morning a phone call to a Cape Town number, a landline. She dials it from her own phone. It rings and rings — no answer. She makes a mental note to come back to it, thinking she ought to write down all the clues, like a good detective. She ought to get a notebook. She continues to track through the dialled numbers. There are several in the preceding days. There is one with no title. Mojisola dials.

         ‘Hello, Blessed and Bounty.’

         ‘Hello, where is this, please?’

         ‘Blessed and Bounty, how can I help you?’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘We’re a beauty parlour, ma’am.’ Bored. ‘How can I help?’

         ‘I…I’m just following up on an…an appointment.’

         ‘Yes?’ Drawn out as if speaking to an idiot. ‘Name, please.’

         ‘Yinka. Yinka Owolabi.’

         ‘Okay. Just a…What did you book, Mrs …Mrs…?’

         ‘Owolabi.’

         ‘Yes, what did you book?’

         ‘No. I…it’s not…Check your books or something. Maybe—’

         ‘Just a second, ma’am.’

         Mojisola moves around the apartment. She has her phone to her ear, and she is holding Yinka’s phone in her other hand, pressed against her belly.

         ‘You said first name?’

         ‘Yinka.’

         ‘Spell that, please.’

         She does.

         ‘Yes. Ah. Sorry, ma’am, we cancelled your booking when you didn’t show up.’

         It makes Mojisola so sad: ‘when you didn’t show up.’

         ‘Ma’am, you there?’

         ‘Yes…yes, I’m here. I’m…sorry about the appointment.’

         ‘No problem. Most people don’t even bother to check back.’

         They hang on the call for a few seconds of distant civility and then the beautician rings off.

         Determined not to lose momentum, Mojisola dials the next, also unnamed. A clipped voice assures her that the number does not exist. The third is another business location, We Do Boards. When the man announces the company and asks how he can help, Mojisola drops the call. She goes back to the kitchen counter and the flyer is still there — We Do Boards and an address beneath. She phones the disgruntled taxi driver, whose number she’d kept. He says he’ll be there in 15 minutes but arrives in 40.

         
            *

         

         Mojisola is out. She is feeling triumphant because she put on Yinka’s sneakers (she’s always relished the fact that they wore the same size) and did precisely what such shoes are named for — she sneaked out of No Cove No Crescent without so much as giving Zelda Petersen a reason to sneeze.

         We Do Boards is a large shed at the top of a rise surrounded by what look like smallholdings. Mojisola has the mapbook she’d bought at Cape Town International tucked into her handbag. It makes her feel safe, but she wonders at this. When the taxi drops her and pulls off, a small panic comes up. Now what? She’s here on what can only be called a whim. Even more than that, on the spectrum of motivation, she’s all the way irrational. She’d come out here so quickly as if she still thought she could erase time, go back and find her child sitting at the entrance grinning, saying, ‘What took you so long, Mummy?’

         Yinka is not at the entrance. Instead a fading gnome greets her in Afrikaans, holding a blackboard sign against his plaster-of-paris red shirt. Perhaps Mojisola stares too long at the sign because a man just inside the entrance says, his English laden with Afrikaans mother-tongue, ‘It’s supposed to have the specials. Let me put them.’ He comes with chalk. Mojisola wanders into the shed and he follows behind.

         ‘Can I help you, ma’am?’

         ‘I was just.…’ She is out of excuses. She has proven herself useless at being covert. ‘I…I think my daughter was here.’ She says it like a confession. Something scratches her throat so she must wait a few seconds, clear her larynx, before continuing. ‘I saw a flyer in her house. Her flat. One of your flyers. And then I — I saw she’d made some calls to this place. This…’ she looks around hoping for a more specific word ‘…place.’

         The man has been looking at her intently. He is incredibly large and his face is pink, his cheeks the pinkest. His hair is in a permanent condition of static, short strands standing up, as if trying to flee from his scalp. His eyes are kind. Mojisola wonders if she is transparent.

         ‘Your daughter, ma’am?’

         ‘Yes, my daughter,’ Mojisola says, feeling foolish. ‘I mean I think…I mean maybe…’

         ‘What’s her name?’

         ‘Yinka Owolabi.’

         Mojisola is lifted by the recognition in his eyes. She feels rewarded. She has found something.

         ‘Yinka…Yinka with the…Yes, she came in.’

         ‘She was here? She came here?’ She feels the ridiculous satisfaction of tracking a ghost.

         ‘We have her order, ma’am.’

         ‘Mojisola.’

         ‘We have her order. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, we were just about to cancel.’ They are standing in the double-volume space, the sourness of curing pine in the air, stacks of cut wood in all shapes and sizes surrounding them. The man walks to a desk with a mountain of papers from which he extracts a clipboard. Mojisola watches him, temporarily absorbed, an old habit, deciphering his character from the rhythm of his steps. ‘Ja,’ he says, flipping through the sheets of paper. ‘Here. Yinka Owolabi. We received full payment and then no response. She wasn’t returning our calls.’ He looks at Mojisola. ‘Thank goodness she sent you. And just in time too. We’ll need an address — she hadn’t decided between the house and the studio.’

         Mojisola is just standing. The more the man speaks, the closer she feels to her child, as if finally she is reaching her. The more the man speaks, the more estranged she feels, the more she comprehends just how far there is to go. She clears her throat.

         ‘Studio?’

         ‘I presume she meant her artist studio.’

         ‘And is this a…this place it’s a…a…’

         ‘We sell all your moulding, different profiles, matting, your framing equipment, glass, your glues. Of course, we do boards.’ He smiles, but the joke falls flat so he continues unperturbed. ‘We cut here; we can also assemble, although I believe,’ he consults his clipboard, ‘ja, she wanted to do her own assembly. I was impressed, not many opt for that.’

         Mojisola is nodding, although her understanding is less vigorous than her head movements suggest. ‘And she’s assembling—’

         ‘Frames. For her drawings, her sketches. All the wood is here, Mojisola, cut and ready. An address, and I’ll get it to her within the week.’ He signals he’ll be back and moves off to attend to another customer. Mojisola is grateful for the gap. She ducks out and walks some distance away from We Do Boards, away from the man (he might come after her). Once sufficiently removed (as from the scene of some crime, she cannot work out what), Mojisola calls her taxi-guy.

         Yinka’s drawings. She had forgotten about Yinka’s drawings. But not forgotten-forgotten. Only forgotten in the way that we forget on purpose those things we do not dare remember.

         
            *

         

         From early on Mojisola owned her own Bible and any spare time not spent studying was to be occupied reading what her mother simply referred to as ‘The Book’. Scribbling and messing around with crayons was not encouraged. While she grew up tagging along with her mother’s visits to the sick, the line was drawn at funerals. Some presiding law dictated that children and death remain quarantined.

         On those occasions, Mojisola was left with her aunt, her mother’s younger sister — a woman who shared her mother’s high cheekbones and arched brows but very little else. Not that Auntie Modupe wasn’t religious. She was known for dancing on Saturday nights, then sitting to attention — back straight — for Sunday-morning service, right in the front row, reserved for the most devout. Auntie Modupe was known to have miscarried two eggs and would never bear children because her womb was misshapen. After rumours spread that Modupe was consulting Ifa, buying offerings and making sacrifices, her sister stopped entrusting her with Mojisola. The aunt came by to complain, to beg, but the sisters fought and Mojisola was never allowed to visit her aunt again. In Mojisola’s five-year-old mind, the relationship — her wild auntie — receded into a murky, unremembered place.

         Decades later beads of fluid leaked into her mother’s lungs and killed her — pneumonia, the doctor said. Auntie Modupe came to the funeral. Mojisola, by then a young woman, soon to graduate, soon to marry, didn’t recognise her.

         ‘Ah-ah, you don’t know me? Ah-ah, nawa o.’

         Mojisola bowed her head and a nearby cousin was forced, not without embarrassment, to introduce her to her maternal aunt.

         
            *

         

         On the drive home from We Do Boards Mojisola thinks of the life she has left, her life in Cape Town where she would normally be cooped up, not out in the streets, questioning large pink men in their workshops or utilising the services of mysteriously available taxi drivers. In Cape Town she is mostly at home and in the supermarkets; she is in her large kitchen cooking and she is instructing the men how to apply the polish to the wood; she enjoys fixing things so she doesn’t call any handymen when the bulbs in the standing lamps falter, then stop working altogether; she figures out what is wrong with the sockets in Titus’s study. She concedes and gets a tiler because mould is becoming a problem in the guest toilet, but she stands over the artisan and issues a continuous stream of corrections — he is careless in the placement of his spacers, he does not seem to understand the proper use of sealant. When people come to the house, when Titus brings colleagues home, she sees how they shake her hand. Housewife, like a jail sentence, a twenty-first-century swear word. She is used to the judgement, from her own daughter who, when she turned 18 and discovered feminism, pummelled her with the same derision. And yet she understands the pipes, the joints of the house. It is a machine she has mastered. It is her domain. But here she is cut loose of all that. Suddenly jovial, she asks the driver how he is, questions him as to the origins of his name.

         
            *

         

         John, Titus’s colleague, had helped with the funeral arrangements. He’d asked, ‘Is there anyone among her friends you’d like me to notify?’ Mojisola had wished very much to avoid the funeral. In Yoruba custom the parent does not bury their child; it is anathema. But they are not in Yorubaland; they are so far away, so scattered. Titus wore a black suit and, in the morning, as they prepared, she’d looked at him, barely able to recognise her husband but unable to tell if that was because something was wrong with her or him. Or both. Or just life itself. Yinka gone, everything henceforth is mangled. She still hadn’t cried.

         ‘I want to go away,’ she’d told Titus when he’d asked her to knot his tie. ‘Did you hear me? I need to leave.’

         There was another funeral happening in Nigeria. Many months back an aunt had died and the arrangements were nearing completion; any day now a date would be set for the burial. But that was not the kind of place Mojisola wanted to run away to. In Nigeria, the funeral of an elder is almost always a reason to dance and celebrate, to give thanks for the long life. Mojisola needed to run somewhere much darker than a dead old woman’s ceremony.

         Yinka’s funeral was held in Maitland, the hall too big for the few that had gathered. Titus had been raised by a nun; Mojisola’s mother was an extreme Christian. They’d never joined a church, but had gone to one when they married, when they conceived, and now when they’d lost. The pastor kept mispronouncing Yinka’s name, putting an m where there was none. Not because he was evil. Perhaps an idiosyncrasy of his speech, that soft n in Yinka’s name would trip him up in any word. Tongue. Want. Gaunt.

         If she had felt more conscientious, Mojisola would have spoken to him after the service, attempted to get to the bottom of his ‘Yimka’. But in those early days of grief there was no room for such detective work. Mojisola had sat in the front next to Titus, her eyes shut tight and her hands on her belly.

         ‘I need to leave,’ she’d said again to Titus after the service.

         
            *

         

         To Mojisola’s surprise, her cellphone receives an SMS from the bank; a payment has come through from Prof. Owolabi. It is the 25th of the month and Titus has forgotten to stop a debit order. It is the money that, were she in Cape Town, she would use for the household: groceries, repairs, upkeep. Should she feel guilty? Is she stealing?

         She goes to a nearby ATM, the Cove Crescent guards greeting her when she walks past. She deposits money into one Zelda Petersen’s chequing account. On the way home, she stops at the grocer’s. When Mojisola returns, she walks around Cove Crescent with her head up high. She lingers in the rose garden. She has food and she’s paid her rent; for the moment she’s afraid of nothing.

         
            *

         

         Having been settled, Zelda Petersen has, while not a look of contentment, at least the beginnings of cherubic leanings in the apple of her cheeks. It could be that she is smirking but Mojisola simply cannot tell — her glasses are on the bedside table. Only when the front door is fully open, and nothing stands between them, does Mojisola notice that the woman is carrying a cat.

         ‘Oh,’ says Mojisola, startled.

         ‘I thought I should return her.’

         ‘Return?’

         ‘To her rightful home.’

         ‘It’s Yinka’s cat?’ She accepts the bundle of warm fur from Zelda even as she stands perplexed. She doesn’t like cats. ‘Then what was it doing in your flat?’

         ‘Inanna is her name. Your daughter named her Inanna.’ Zelda’s expression does not hide her disapproval of such a cat name, but she also seems bound by some law to observe whatever name a cat has been given. ‘She comes to me for comfort.’

         ‘Since…’ Mojisola stops.

         ‘Even before the incident.’

         Mojisola is momentarily distracted by the word ‘incident’.

         ‘…terrible, simply terrible. Your daughter, I’m afraid to say, was not very kind to animals.’

         Mojisola has missed the bulk of the assault but she picks up the tail end and is amused that Zelda Petersen feels positioned to lecture on kindness.

         ‘I meant to ask, did Yinka rent any other space here? A… studio kind of space maybe?’

         ‘Studio?’ Zelda shakes her head. She’s only half listening, playing with the cat, talking in short whispers as if to a human baby. ‘By the way I wouldn’t walk anywhere if I were you,’ she says. And then, ‘Leave your bedroom door cracked open, I recommend. She sleeps on the bed but also likes to wander.’

         ‘But I don’t have anything to feed it,’ says Mojisola.

         ‘Ag.’ Zelda brushes this aside, turns to leave. Over her shoulder she says, ‘Anyway, she’ll eat the rats.’

         Rats? Mojisola does not sleep that night, partly because Inanna the cat keeps busy night hours, coming and going, and partly because, as if she didn’t have enough to make her anxious (drawings, Yinka’s drawings), she is now worried about rats.

         
            *

         

         Somewhere in the night Mojisola falls asleep. In the morning she expects to see rat carcasses littering the floor, blood and carnage, but instead Inanna is asleep on her paws. There is a dead ladybird by the door (whose death could well be accounted for by natural causes), but nothing else. While taking her first cup of tea, a wave of anxiety comes over her. A quiet foreboding (but surely the worst has already happened?) — the drawings.

         Soon after the funeral, Titus’s colleague, John, had sent them the number of a bereavement counsellor, Thembi Minyuku. Mojisola called once but didn’t show up for the appointment. And then they’d had one other conversation when Thembi called to follow up. Mojisola had said she could not use the counselling, that it was not for her. Minyuku had suggested she write in a journal. ‘The memories,’ she’d said, ‘you might want to start writing them down.’ The idea had seemed absurd to Mojisola, fit for television programmes but too romantic for real life. And yet here she is in Yinka’s flat, thinking back on the drawings. Counsellor Thembi seems to have been right.

         ‘I’m trying to come to terms with the death. I can’t get into the memories just yet,’ Mojisola had said, a note of impatience in her voice.

         ‘I understand. But in fact, to get over there — to come to terms — you must pass through your memories. There are many ways to come to terms, Mrs. Owolabi, and this is by no means the least painful but in my many years of practice—’

         Mojisola had sighed.

         ‘Is something wrong, Mrs. Owolabi?’

         ‘No.’

         There were some seconds of silence.

         ‘I suppose all I’m trying to say is that…often it’s not about getting to the memories. They find you.’

         Mojisola hated to admit it, even if only to herself, but the woman was right.

         
            *

         

         They met as students and, on the completion of his doctorate, Titus’s mentor, Professor Hussein Gbadebo, found him an appointment at the University of Ile-Ife. After a small wedding he and Mojisola moved into House 11.

         At Ife, Titus taught several first-year courses. Gbadebo travelled frequently; within Nigeria, to Lagos for instance, but also to Ivory Coast, Libya and Ghana. He was involved as an advisor to a continent-wide project, trans-continent committees telling the complex stories of Africa’s past. Fond of the young man and usually within reach of travel grants, Gbadebo was always keen to take Titus along with him, as research assistant but also acolyte. From Gbadebo Titus cultivated a persona that would serve him well into the peak of his academic career. He learnt to be public, to have an appetite; he was charming at dinner tables, well-versed in world politics, by necessity conversant in all histories; his French was good, his Portuguese passable.

         Mojisola graduated cum laude. Her mother had passed on a year before and she was trying to hold Auntie Modupe at a distance, disturbed by her somehow. So neither of the women she had known as a child was present at her wedding to Titus Owolabi. His guardian was there, an imposing woman despite her age and frailty. Mojisola had met her once before: they’d taken a trip to Illesa to receive the nun’s blessing. The woman had glanced at Mojisola and there had been a distinct look of disapproval on her face. When Mojisola had raised it with Titus he’d said she was sick, a slow-creeping emphysema that made her look permanently displeased. “Don’t mind her jọ̀ọ́,” he’d said. On that visit Sister Immaculata had spoken very little. Kemi, Titus’s aunt, explained that the old woman was too tired to speak. Speaking and smiling take up energy. A small nod was what Sister Immaculata had used to grant approval and, having said nothing the entire afternoon, when Mojisola approached to bid her goodbye the Sister turned her cheek to be kissed and said, ‘I’ll pray for you,’ the words more recrimination than benediction.

         
            *

         

         The day Mojisola found out she was pregnant she couldn’t believe it. Not because she didn’t understand biology, after all the long classes with Miss Daxon, the textbooks with pictures that looked unfamiliar no matter how she held the book, how far or close the page was from her nose. It surprised her that she was pregnant. The kind of surprise she could not admit to her husband. Why should she have been surprised? There hadn’t been anything specifically called sexual education, but there had been those biology lessons. Mojisola had grown up under her mother’s religious eye, kissed no boys, met Titus, and married him. As a married couple, they’d been regularly copulating. That she was pregnant was a mere feature of natural science. And yet she was surprised. Not even because she’d been using pills to stop a pregnancy or her rhythms or his withdrawal to hinder nature. They hadn’t discussed having a child but neither had they discussed not. She a virgin, Titus with his dubiously proclaimed authority on love-making, they had explored themselves and each other with a curiosity set loose and legitimised by the priest who’d pronounced them man and wife.

         In the 20th week of pregnancy, on a Tuesday, Mojisola took a while to get into the magenta Volkswagen. A strange dawning had come upon her body and she’d stood by her car, struggling. It was not that she couldn’t fit: she carried the pregnancy in her back, sometimes it felt as if her womb was behind her abdomen instead of beneath it.

         ‘Can I help you, Ma?’

         The university students were cute. Often she was only a few years older than them but they insisted on calling her ‘Ma’. Many recognised her as the wife of Dr Titus Owolabi. Some addressed her as ‘Dr Mrs Owolabi’ and, never having been quick with quips, Mojisola was always too slow to ask that they should not do that. In Dr Mrs Owolabi, she found nothing resembling herself. If life would slow down a bit, she’d say something like ‘No, just Mojisola is fine.’

         ‘Ma, let me help you.’

         She couldn’t bend. In the time since she’d risen from her office desk, collected her things and made the short walk to the car park, something in her body had changed. On arriving at the car she had attempted to enter it but a fierce objection had shot through her bones, as if her body was saying, ‘What’s wrong with you? Are you mad?’ She was standing in the embrace of the open door. Just step up and sit, grab the steering wheel. The young man offering help looked distressed; perhaps he had a late afternoon class to get to.

         ‘It’s okay,’ Mojisola said. ‘I’m just…waiting for a moment.’

         She was a bad liar, but it wasn’t a complete lie: she was waiting for the moment when her body remembered how to bend. The young man didn’t seem completely satisfied with this. Someone called to him from a group that was headed towards the law building.

         ‘Mò ń bọ̀, jọ̀ọ́!’ he shouted, and then he told her the same. ‘I’m coming.’ He dashed off, with a concerned backward glance and no real intention of returning.

         Still standing beside the driver’s seat, Mojisola placed her palms on the roof of the car. She looked around, nervous she was being watched, but the car park was near empty. Her boss’s powder-blue 504 was still there. Oguns liked to convey a sense of being overworked but, as his main administrator, she understood this to be a cover. In fact, she knew it was his intention to request a promotion; that he used the appearance of being hardworking in order to seem most deserving. He deliberately ignored letters: anything that arrived and was urgent he ignored for several hours. It was especially critical to ignore those that were pressing because it made him appear even more important, too beleaguered even for the urgent.

         After much prodding — Oguns was not one to support his staff without first being begged — Mojisola had been assigned an enviable project for the department, the task of surveying and recording all the flora of the campus. The project, this new lens, had coloured her vision. Suddenly the campus they’d lived on for years signified itself through trees and flower buds. Just that afternoon she’d begun to work on the car parks — there were several, well planted, and sprinkled around the university.

         Looking around, Mojisola noticed a group of university drivers standing beneath the shade of what she now thought of as her trees, passing the time. A young girl, with unshelled groundnuts balanced in a glass box on her head, walked past and the drivers called out to her; she stopped to sell her wares.

         ‘Afternoon, Ma,’ a young man walked past Mojisola.

         She nodded, recognising him as her boss’s driver. Oguns would be out in a few moments and he’d want to know what was wrong. Not because he cared but because it seemed de rigueur that he be the last to leave. If he left her standing in the car park, how would that look? Spurred by a desperate need not to encounter Oguns, Mojisola attempted for the second time in just under 20 minutes to enter her car. The stiffness was still there but less, as if it too was chastened by the thought of an unnecessary encounter with her boss. Thank you, Mojisola said, to her finally cooperative joints. She settled the cushion to support her back and turned the key.

         Trees lined her way home. Large ones with broad leaves, a deep green; the familiar almond tree, several of which had grown in the yard when she was a child. The almond fruit had sour flesh and a large seed that could stain your tongue. It was June: the rainy season was gathering itself. Mojisola drove up Road 2, past the conference centre and the staff club, mostly obscured, she noticed, by a verdant grove of Yeye trees. They were almost out of hand, free things that would climb through the entire campus if no one came with a cutlass or axe. She felt a sense of quiet wonder at this, that way of nature, the way it just continued.

         Mojisola turned right up Road 9 and spent the rest of the journey with her fingers loose on the steering wheel. She reached home and didn’t realise she was breathless until she called from the yard, ‘Titus!’ His silver Peugeot was badly parked, leaving little room for the Beetle. ‘Titus!’ She saw the Achiote by the door. She remembered this plant from childhood, red and spiky. She’d painted her lips with the sap and her mother had cautioned her. When Titus didn’t come out, despite her calls, and unsure if her body would co-operate, Mojisola held onto the roof of the Beetle and hoisted herself out. She stood with her hand to her breast, steadying her breath, and only then did she see that a woman was sitting on the patio.

         ‘You really should not be working at this stage. I told the same thing to that husband of yours. At 12 weeks your mother was off her feet and, mark me, it saved both your lives. Ah, well. Óyá, come,’ she rose off the patio with ease that belied the age in her voice, croaky and tired in a way that no earthly rest could soothe. ‘Óyá, now!’ she shouted over her shoulder when Mojisola did not immediately follow.

         As Mojisola stepped into the house, Titus appeared.

         ‘Moji,’ he said, but the woman cut him off.

         ‘Let her sit down first o, hábà! Óyá,’ she led Mojisola, now a guest in her own home, into the lounge, rushing to arrange a footstool and remove the day’s newspapers from the seat.

         ‘But, Moji,’ Titus continued, a familiar note of annoyance in his voice, ‘do you know this person?’

         ‘Auntie Modupe,’ Mojisola said quietly, almost to herself. She took the seat on offer, allowed her feet to be placed to rest.

         ‘Correct,’ Auntie Modupe said.

         Mojisola’s mother had referred to her as Jezebel in hushed tones. Auntie Jezebel was famed, in her youth, for dancing on stage with nothing but a string of cowrie shells and some (discreetly placed) yellow feathers.

         Satisfied with that as introduction, Auntie Modupe moved swiftly into the kitchen. ‘Ọmọ,’ she called. ‘Kí lo fẹ́ mu?’ The fridge door was opened, the clink of glass and the sound of water.

         ‘Who is she?’ Titus gave Mojisola a look. He wanted some kind of explanation, but she had none. She was enjoying just sitting, her head was aching. It’s true the pregnancy had been difficult but Oguns had made one comment that woke her up each morning and made her drag herself into work. Two words he’d said when she mentioned she was pregnant: ‘You women.’

         ‘Moji!’ Titus snapped, realising his wife had gone into a daze. ‘Who’s Auntie Modupe?’

         ‘Don’t you remember her from the funeral? My mother’s sister,’ Mojisola said.

         Over the next few days it was revealed that Auntie Modupe had heard of Mojisola’s pregnancy through some cousins in Akure. She took exception — ‘You should have told me personally,’ she chastised, stabbing her open palm against her chest. She’d aged since her dancing days, but it was only visible in a slight swelling of her joints. She walked slowly to disguise pain, wore face powder to hide fatigue. On the matter of children Auntie Modupe said an assortment of contradictory things depending on the time of day, how much gin she’d drunk, how convivial she felt. ‘It’s hard, Moji,’ she would say. Mojisola wasn’t sure how to take this, considering what she knew of Auntie Modupe’s history: she’d never raised any children.

         Nonetheless Auntie Modupe seemed to have a wealth of knowledge to impart. ‘It’s frightening,’ she said. ‘It’s natural, it’s normal, it’s not normal, it’s easy, it’s not easy, it’s proper love, men don’t know, men can’t know’. Sometimes Auntie Modupe said nothing.

         Mojisola meanwhile wasn’t coping. The bending episode was one in a string of bodily concerns. She got headaches. Her bladder wouldn’t cooperate, and each day she marvelled that she didn’t just dissolve and sink through her water-laden feet. On Auntie Modupe’s urgings (and relinquishing any push back against Oguns’ derision), Mojisola stopped working to wait out the final months. Auntie Modupe stayed on. Titus grumbled. Auntie Modupe went to the market on days she felt enterprising and came back with dark green leaves, prepared them, said, ‘Drink.’ She squeezed Mojisola’s hand, winked, smiled, cried, prayed. Auntie Modupe prayed for a quick birth, a clean cut, a steady push, much breath; she prayed for a whole child, an easy child, a proper sleeper, a good eater; she asked for fine looks; she asked for a boy. Sometimes she asked for a girl. Sometimes she asked Mojisola, ‘È wo lo fẹ́? Girl or boy?’ Mojisola didn’t respond, stunned as she was that anything was coming at all.

         There she was with a pregnancy that had been neither planned nor unplanned. A pregnancy that made sense to her husband (‘At last,’ he’d said and kissed her hand). The pregnancy made sense to science but not to Mojisola. And even her surprise was a surprise. It was a moment where she saw her naïvety her capacity to live in an unreal world. In Mojisola’s world, her aversion to children should have been contraception enough. In fact, after five years of marriage and nothing, she’d felt justified and relieved to conclude that she was unable to conceive. And yet, January, dawn time of a Friday, a pain hit but not only pain. Also a sensation they have not yet named, a thing that wakes all the senses, the sinews, all the jelly in the life-giving body, wakes it up and says, ‘Let’s go.’

         
            *

         

         ‘Moji?’

         She’d answered automatically, without thinking. She’d seen his name in the window and simply picked up. As if her hands had forgotten what her brain had set in motion, a coming away, a peeling away.

         ‘Moji?’

         ‘I’m here. I’m here, Titus.’

         He exhales. ‘How are you? How is it, how’s the apartment?’

         The weariness in his voice somehow touches her. Is it fair, really, for her to keep all the grief to herself? Mojisola straightens her back as she realises she has spent very little time considering his pain. She clears her throat and looks around the lounge, the cardboard box, the character-less curtains.

         ‘It’s…it’s.…’ She thinks. ‘It’s clean.’

         Titus grunts.

         ‘Everything is very clean.’ She doesn’t really wish to speak with him but reserves of patience suddenly surface and she has the space for it. ‘I’ve been trying to find the drawings.’

         ‘Drawings?’

         ‘Did she ever mention that to you?’ She wants something from him now, which means very soon the call will be over — their relationship has always worked best when she’d muted desire.

         ‘Drawings? No. Never.’

         He is so clipped in speech she is driven to ruffle him.

         ‘Do you miss her?’

         ‘Moji, what kind of a question is that?’

         ‘I’m sorry.’ And she means it.

         ‘I called that woman.’

         ‘What woman?’ She assumes he is talking about his lover but he is quick to clarify.

         ‘The therapist John recommended.’

         She can’t pretend, she is surprised. For the first time in almost 20 years her husband has surprised her. Even his cheating wasn’t a surprise.

         ‘You’re seeing a therapist?’ She can’t keep mockery out of her tone, but she tries.

         ‘She asked me to journal.’

         The scoff escapes, a life of its own. Titus says the word ‘journal’ as if it’s of a foreign language, new and opaque.

         ‘Don’t make fun of me.’

         ‘I’m not, Titus.’ She thinks for a few seconds. ‘Did John insist, is that it?’ Just like Titus to end up seeing a therapist in order to keep up appearances. ‘Did you tell him I’ve moved out or would that be too embarrassing?’

         ‘Have you moved out? Is that what this is?’

         They don’t have to say much after that, the call has taken a momentum of its own, will propel itself, like their marriage, like most, towards a logical conclusion. For them that conclusion is a heavy silence. Mojisola is about to drop the phone when Titus speaks.

         ‘Can I share it with you?’

         ‘Wh—’

         ‘The journal.’

         ‘It’s supposed to be private. It’s not a calling card, Titus, it’s meant to be intimate and personal.’

         ‘Can I?

         She doesn’t know what to say. She feels a twinge of envy but who is it of and for what? Is she jealous of Titus and his journal, his capacity — however vain — to visit and sit with the therapist? Is she jealous of Minyuku who has obviously convinced Titus of the efficacy of writing down his feelings, very Oprah-like and American.

         ‘When she was five, I took her into class one day. Introduced her to my students. It must have been no more than 10, 15 minutes. Remember?’

         ‘Hmmm.’

         ‘I’d picked her up from school or something and you were busy. The students loved it. And…her being there changed something.’

         ‘How?’

         ‘It was a new class, a new course, something had been dragging. I was young,’ he laughs. ‘There had been some struggle, some tightness and then there was Yinka, five and shiny. Ernest. I sometimes wondered what it was. Did I teach differently because she was in the room? Did the students listen better in the presence of real innocence? Whatever it was, it became something. I started bringing her to class. Like a—’

         ‘Mascot.’

         ‘Talisman.’

         Mojisola remembers Titus’s ritual of inviting Yinka to his lectures.

         ‘Now I’ll go on teaching classes, teaching students that will never meet Yinka. Students who will never meet my daughter.’

         ‘What was it? What did—’

         ‘They saw me differently after that. The students. After she came. And somehow or other seeing me differently made them listen differently, newly, do their assignments differently. Felt like my entire career changed.’

         Mojisola is part-wonder, part-cynic at this suggestion of some kind of Yinka-juju. She is careful not to scoff though, enough ugliness has happened already.

         ‘I’m almost 70 years old, Moji.’

         It takes her some time to realise he is crying, so seldom has she been confronted with her husband’s tears that this is utterly alien, even comical.

         ‘I’ll live another 20 or so.… Do I miss her? I don’t just miss her now, I miss her for the absences that are still approaching.’
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