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			But Ruth replied, ‘Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay.’

			 

			Ruth 1:16
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			Prologue

			Mira

			Gombe, Kinshasa, November 1974

			‘Indépendance cha-­cha to zuwi ye!’ Mira sings to the tune of Papa’s whistling as the family journey the ten kilometres from the bungalow in Limété to their new three-­storey house in Gombe. Outside, among the flurry of palm trees and tall buildings, the sun rises against a pale sky, and Mira spots the stretch of clear blue water on the horizon.

			‘The Fleuve Zaïre!’ she gushes to Ya Eugénie beside her. ‘Yaya! We’re almost in Gombe, aren’t we?’

			Her sister looks up from her biology textbook and glances out of the car window. Ya Eugénie’s hair is plaited in star-­shaped cornrows and she is in a white dress like Mira’s, but without the ribbons and lace adorning the front. They were only moving house, but Mama had insisted they both wear their Sunday dresses so the new neighbours in Gombe wouldn’t think them poor or uncivilised.

			‘Almost,’ Ya Eugénie replies, plucking lint from one of Mira’s plaits. ‘Do you need to use the toilet again?’

			Mira shakes her head, her eyes widening at the emerging sunrise, the light scattering and glittering on the surface of the river like the diamond in the gold crucifix Papa had gifted her for her First Communion. Mama had let her wear the necklace that morning as long as she promised not to lose it like she usually did when she played nzango.

			
			

			Outside, the market women are only just preparing their stalls. Ya Eugénie had woken her up when it was still dark so they wouldn’t be late leaving.

			‘It’s rainy season. I don’t want us to get caught in a thunderstorm,’ Papa had warned. Now, Mira twirls the crucifix and smiles. Finally, she feels what her parents and sister had been feeling all those months leading up to the move. The feeling may not be as deep as it had been just weeks ago at the Stade du 20 Mai when they had watched the boxing match with the two American boxers. For days afterwards, the whole of Kinshasa danced in the streets, chanting: ‘Ali Boma ye! Ali Boma ye!’ No, the feeling isn’t quite as strong as that, but it is there all the same, rising from her stomach to the tips of her fingers: excitement.

			Months ago, when Papa had announced the move to Gombe, Mira had followed Ya Eugénie around the yard as she plucked their school uniforms from the washing line.

			‘Papa isn’t going to fix aeroplanes any more, he’s going to fly them,’ Ya Eugénie explained.

			Mira, whose sole worry up until that point was winning the nzango competition, jabbed her tongue at her wobbling tooth. ‘But why do we have to move?’ she whimpered. ‘Why can’t we live here while he flies aeroplanes?’

			The yard was full of the familiar sounds of neighbours greeting one another, of rumba blaring from a radio, pondu leaves being pounded in the mortar – the dull thump of the pestle rhythmically landing against the wood, and the earthy, crisp scent seeping across the compound. Limété was her home. Mira knew and greeted all the neighbours – except for Mama Maloba who everyone avoided because her greetings always started with, ‘Did you hear about so and so?’

			
			

			Ya Eugénie tried to explain that Gombe was where people like them belonged now that Papa was a qualified pilot. In Limété, their neighbours, like Mama Maloba’s husband, were mostly fonctionnaires – government officials working in those tall buildings Mira passed every day on the drive to school; in Gombe, their neighbours did not work in those buildings – they owned the buildings. Ya Eugénie told her this as though it made a difference. What did she care about who owned what? And so what if the new house was bigger?

			Now, they approach a wide street with rows of neatly mani­cured hedges and iron gates, and Papa stops the car outside a house that is as wide as three bungalows in Limété. Papa isn’t in his abacost or his pilot uniform but in a T-­shirt, the words Zaïre 74 printed in green and red, with an image of two American boxers. Mira stares at the tall square-­shaped building with the roof perfectly triangular as though someone had drawn it.

			‘Do you still want to go back to Limété?’ Ya Eugénie teases, slipping her hand into Mira’s as they step out of the car. But Mira is too stunned to speak. She lets go of Ya Eugénie’s hand and rushes to the backyard, seeing the rosebushes, the empty pool.

			‘A swimming pool!’ she gasps, breathless with excitement.

			She wanders around the house and finds Papa’s study, where the movers have already stacked boxes of his books and records. On the wall above his desk hang the two photographs that used to hang in the living room in Limété. The first photo is of Patrice Lumumba – the man with the side parting and glasses.

			
			

			‘Were it not for Lumumba, we would still be subjects of the Belgian king,’ Papa always said whenever he looked at the picture. Papa had made Mira and Ya Eugénie memorise the first line of Lumumba’s independence speech:

			I ask all of you, my friends, who tirelessly fought in our ranks, to mark this June 30, 1960, as an illustrious date that will be ever engraved in your hearts, a date that you will proudly explain to your children, so that they in turn might relate to their grandchildren and great-­grandchildren the glorious history of our struggle for freedom.

			The second photo is of Le Maréchal in his leopard-­skin hat. Le Maréchal had renamed Congo to Zaïre and turned them from a state to a nation, Papa always said. But, just as Mira doesn’t know what the word uncivilised means whenever Mama says it, she also doesn’t know the difference between a state and a nation, nor is she entirely sure of what independence means, but she likes the way that Papa smiles every time she recites the speech without forgetting the words.

			Mira continues to explore the new house, skipping up and down the marble staircase and staring down at the avocado tree from the balcony while the rest of the family unpack.

			 

			Hours later, when the sun disappears and the sky is black, Papa drives them to a restaurant for their evening meal. Mira orders vanilla ice cream for dessert, but falls asleep before it arrives, and Papa slumps her over his shoulder and carries her to the car.

			On the drive home, Mira is awoken by the smell of smoke and a mob shouting.

			‘Ngoya – oyo nini? What is this?’ Mama asks, her voice trembling, the end of her silk kitambala swaying left and right as she stares out of the window. Mira looks up at Ya Eugénie, who has already unbuckled her seatbelt and moved closer to her, shielding her with her arm. The car slows down, and as they approach the road leading to the house the voices outside grow louder, the smoke thicker. The crowd has gathered around something, but what?

			
			

			Mira squints at the swarm of people – women in their liputas and nightdresses, men in robes and pyjamas, all shouting, waving their fists. When they part, Mira sees the blackened, lifeless figure of a person tied to a wooden pole, rubber tyres lumped at their feet, orange flames licking upwards. Mira’s eyes and mouth are wide open as she stares at the burning figure. Ya Eugénie pulls her away and covers her eyes, but the image is already etched in her mind. She jabs her tongue at her wobbling tooth; the tooth falls out. Blood stains the front of her white dress.

			 

			‘Caught how?’ Mira asks Ya Eugénie later that night as she unplaits and threads Mira’s hair for bed.

			‘They were caught together, two women,’ is all that Ya Eugénie says in the same tone Mama uses when she wants Mira to stop asking questions.

			But how could two women be caught? Had they been stealing? Before she can say anything else, lightning flashes and thunder rolls. And Mira sees her again, the burning woman.

			Rainy season.
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			Elizabeth Estate, London, 2004

			Gombe, Kinshasa, 1981
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			Chapter 1

			Bijoux

			London, 2004

			Silence is not simply the absence of noise; it is a language. And, as with all languages, it has to be learnt. The year I arrived in London, I learnt English words and phrases from the teachers at school. I learnt about the Black Death, about the Gunpowder Plot and Guy Fawkes attempting to blow up the Houses of Parliament. I learnt how to lose my accent and say bredrin and wa-­blow so the English and Jamaican kids at school wouldn’t call me an African boubou. And, at home, I learnt to read the tones and textures behind each of Tantine Mireille’s silences.

			There were soft silences that flowed like water from a spring – the silences she greeted me with in the mornings before leaving for her cleaning shift at the hospital, when the earthy scent of Dudu-­Osun Black Soap clung to her skin. And there were hard silences that hung in the air, like clouds swollen with rain. Then sometimes moments – sometimes days – later, the storm would come. Fifteen years after my arrival, I learnt that silence – like hearts and homes, people, and promises – could be broken.

			 

			Home was Elizabeth Estate, two crescent-­shaped blocks separated by a wide redbrick walkway. Like all the other council blocks in Kilburn, ours housed over a hundred families so tightly packed you could hear Bob Marley’s ‘One Love’ blaring from the building opposite, and the wailing of the child who’d been smacked from the flat next door. If you listened hard enough, you could hear the soft moans coming from the flat upstairs; listen again, and you’d notice that the male voice was different to that of the man who left for work in the mornings.

			
			

			In the spring, the coral and yellow peonies on Mrs Pinto’s hanging baskets blossomed, and the slabs of concrete that made up the walls of Elizabeth Estate didn’t seem so dull. In the summer, the aroma of fried onions, curried vegetables, kalamata olives and goat meat mingled with the sweat from children playing Knock-­down Ginger and five-­a-­side football in the courtyard, despite the NO BALL GAMES sign displayed in green and white, and all the teens blared bashment and dancehall when carnival came around.

			By November, after the usually illegally obtained fireworks on Bonfire Night, Elizabeth Estate, like the rest of London, fell into a comatose state. There were no colourful kameezes or bed sheets hanging on the washing lines; no ice-­cream vans to chase, no paddling pools, no swearing from second-­generation children who relied on their parents’ ignorance of the expletives spewing from their mouths – cunt, dickhead, wanker. There were no arms resting on balcony ledges, no swigging from cider cans, no flicking of cigarettes. The only colour came from the yellow glow that emanated from double-­glazed windows, and the flashing blue and red from police cars that always seemed to appear when EastEnders was about to start. In those days, the residents of Elizabeth Estate wore black and grey coats, and moved in hurried steps; their faces as faded as the flags hanging from their balconies, and plastered with a quiet misery, as though they were thinking about back home, pondering whether fleeing had been worth it.

			
			

			It was on such a day, two weeks after they’d burnt the effigy of Guy Fawkes on The Green – the abandoned field on the other side of the estate – that I came home to find Papa Pasteur in our living room. I had just finished my first day at Bailey & Cunningham LLP, the commercial law firm in Liverpool Street where I had started as a paralegal, and I was on my way to meet Kay at the photo exhibition, when I received a call from Tantine Mireille ordering me to come straight home. I hated it when she called. When she texted, I knew exactly what she wanted – buy toilet paper, top up the electricity, night vigil tonight. But when she called I sensed in her voice that whatever was waiting for me at home would end with one of her silences. It had been twelve years since I had left Kinshasa, twelve years of living in Elizabeth Estate with Tantine Mireille, and yet she was still as foreign to me as that first night I had met her at Heathrow Airport with Mum. I phoned Kay to cancel and was greeted with the automated voice of her answerphone; I ended my message in the way that I had been ending all my phone calls with Kay for the past ten months we’d been together – love you.

			 

			When I arrived at Elizabeth Estate, it was still early evening, but the sky was already a brutal black and the air thick with smoke rising from The Green where a crowd of people were huddled around a bonfire cheering and drinking. It had been two weeks since Bonfire Night, but every day we still heard blasts of fireworks. On nights like this, when the air was so bitterly cold it penetrated through my head of 1B Yaki braids, I missed Mum and Daddy the most. I missed the white columns of our house in Binza, the malachite-­green rivers of Mbandaka where Daddy and I visited the coffee farm and watched fishermen reeling nets of freshwater fish. I missed my painting lessons with Mrs Mwanza, the swimming pool in my grandparents’ yard in Gombe, but, most of all, I missed the sun. My twelfth winter in London, and I still could not stand the cold.

			
			

			An explosion of fireworks blasted across the night sky and, without thinking, I threw my hands over my head and ducked, eyes shut tightly. In an instant, I was back in Kinshasa – a frightened little girl crouching in the back seat of the Mazda, my school skirt soiled with urine, gunshots blazing. Twelve years had passed, but I still remembered the soldiers looting the streets of Kinshasa – le pillage – the riots. I still remembered the screaming, the wall of fire surrounding the car, bodies slamming against the bumper. I opened my eyes and swallowed hard to get rid of the smell of smoke. I pulled up my coat collar and darted across the redbrick walkway so Tantine Mireille wouldn’t complain that I took too long to come home.

			As I entered the house, the smell of smoke gave way to the aroma of pondu – the cassava-­leaf stew Tantine Mireille cooked for special occasions, which in our home were rare. When I closed the front door, I heard his voice straight away, his French as loud and velvety as it was when he stood on the podium during Sunday sermon at The Mountain, our church – it was Papa Pasteur. I froze, and wondered what he was doing in our home. I cautiously hung up my coat and glanced at the electricity meter – there was only thirty pence left of the emergency credit. With the cooking, it wasn’t enough to get us through the night, and Tantine Mireille would scold me for forgetting to top it up. I made my way into the living room, where Papa Pasteur was sitting on the armchair opposite the television. It was the same armchair in which Kay and I had made love when Tantine Mireille had travelled to Kinshasa for Grandfather’s burial just a few weeks before.

			
			

			‘Our daughter!’ Papa Pasteur reached out for me, smiling. He was clad in one of his beige suits and those shiny brown Westons that click-­clacked whenever he stomped around the podium.

			‘Good evening, Papa Pasteur.’ I kissed him on both cheeks.

			Tantine Mireille was sitting on the edge of the sofa with her head bowed. I greeted her with a quiet, ‘Good evening,’ but she remained silent, nodding.

			After I’d left Kilburn High Road Station, I’d tried to call Kay again and once more had been met with her voicemail, but now, seeing Papa Pasteur in our living room, I knew something had to be wrong. Someone must have seen us together, I was sure of it. I was always careful when I went out with Kay, but our congregation was so big now that anyone could have seen us. I had never met a person like Kay before, not at work, and certainly not at The Mountain. Kay had toned basketball-­player legs, and skin the colour of fallen leaves in autumn, and a stare so deep you felt as though all of existence had been created just for you. On Sundays, when Tantine Mireille and I sat side by side in one of the middle rows at The Mountain, I would conjure up the mingling scent of hash and fresh cologne instead of listening to Papa Pasteur’s sermons about chasing demons and praying for blessings. When I thought about Kay, I felt a crumbling – a feeling that sent heat pulsating through my entire body, and left the space between my legs wet. On days when Kay visited the barber shop, edges all lined up and smelling of menthol balm, I’d close my eyes and inhale, falling deep into the crumbling.

			
			

			‘Let us pray.’ Papa Pasteur stood and clasped my and Tantine Mireille’s hands as we formed a semicircle in the middle of the living room. Tantine Mireille had tied an old liputa round her waist and had on the Jesus Saves T-­shirt she always wore around the house. The T-­shirt was so worn that the letters that once spelt THE MOUNTAIN OF ABUNDANCE AND DELIVERANCE had all faded away, leaving only faint prints. Her kitambala – a long strip of thick, black velvet material – was tied round her hair so tightly that not a single strand peeked out. She picked up the remote and turned down the volume on the television where a Nollywood film was on – a woman had just turned into a snake, and another woman was calling on the Holy Ghost fire.

			Tantine Mireille and Papa Pasteur both closed their eyes and began to cover our house in the holy blood of Jesus. As they prayed, I looked around our living room, searching for the reason for his visit. It was bare – just the old fraying orange sofa, the dining room set with the wobbly leg, and the coffee table where Tantine Mireille’s bible and bus pass lay beside Papa Pasteur’s leather-­bound bible and the keys to his Lexus. There was a satellite dish fixed outside our living room window that Tantine Mireille had installed so she could watch Nollywood films, the God Channel and, most importantly, Euronews and TV5 – the only channels that reported anything on Congo. Since everything had changed, since Zaïre had become the Democratic Republic of Congo – there was always something to report: a coup, a war, another war, a new president, another new president, a new flag, a new rebel group. But, despite all of this, the English news never reported any of it. Not even when the death toll reached five million.

			There were no pictures of us hanging on the walls, but throughout the house there were wooden carvings with bible scriptures. The one on the wall of the staircase that led from the landing to the living room read: Me and my house shall serve the Lord. In the kitchen above the cooker: Delight yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart. And on Tantine Mireille’s bedroom door: No weapons formed against me shall prosper. Years ago, there were also figurines along the television stand – two women in an embrace, and a woman with a basket on her head. One Sunday, Papa Pasteur had preached a sermon on the demonic significance of figurines, how the world of darkness used them as means of communication with this world, and the next day the figurines had disappeared from the television stand.

			
			

			‘Amen.’ We ended the prayer and when we sat back down I brought out my phone to text Kay – At home. Pastor is here.

			But before I could press send, Tantine Mireille snapped, ‘Bijoux!’

			Her voice startled me and the phone dropped to the floor. I leant forward to pick it up.

			‘Can’t you see Papa Pasteur wants to talk with you?’ Tantine Mireille hissed, speaking entirely in Lingala instead of her usual mix of French, English and Lingala.

			I stammered, ‘I-­it’s work. I—’

			She threw me a sharp look. I leant back in the chair, too nervous to pick up the phone from the floor. Papa Pasteur edged forward. His face always reminded me of a rhinoceros: his stocky frame, the tip of his nose shaped like a V and the way his hairline seemed to start further back than it was supposed to. He started speaking.

			‘Brother Fabrice has returned from completing his Master’s in Canada. I am sure you were there when he gave his testimony?’

			
			

			I nodded. Why was Papa Pasteur bringing up Brother Fabrice? I glanced at Tantine Mireille, but her head was bowed.

			‘Sister Bijoux,’ Papa Pasteur continued. ‘There are three stages in our lives. The first stage is birth, the second stage is marriage and the third stage is death. The bible tells us, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.”’ He tapped his bible. ‘Sister Bijoux, the Lord has revealed to me that it is time for the second stage of your life. Marriage!’

			I choked. The smell of the pondu was seeping into the living room and my choking turned into a spluttering cough. Papa Pasteur looked at me as if he was annoyed. I patted my chest and tried to ease the coughing, but I could not stop. Tantine Mireille was silent, though I could feel her eyes on me, daring me to make another bad move. Papa Pasteur resumed his speech. He sounded more serious.

			‘Sister Bijoux, we have all been praying and fasting for a long time. The Lord has revealed to us who your future husband will be. All of us – Deaconess Mireille, Mama and Papa Mbongo – believe you are the one God has chosen for Brother Fabrice.’

			I stared at Papa Pasteur. The sweat was already forming in my underarms. Marriage?

			I turned sharply to look at Tantine Mireille, but in a flash the electricity meter cut out and the room fell into complete darkness. There was a momentary stillness where Tantine Mireille and Papa Pasteur became dark, headless figures floating in the black. Papa Pasteur kept talking, but I could barely hear what he was saying over the sound of my own heavy breathing. I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could say anything there was a loud buzzing and hard vibrations on the floor. My phone lit up and the name was flashing across the screen.

			
			

			My eyes flicked from the phone to Papa Pasteur, his faceless voice echoing in the dark. ‘We will arrange a time so that the two of you will sit together and talk.’

			I looked down at the phone, at the name flashing on the screen – Nkemjika. It was her calling. It was Kay.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			Mira

			Kinshasa, 1981

			‘Kin kiesse!’ Mira squeals, eyes closed and body dripping in fresh droplets of sweat as she dances in the middle of the makeshift dancefloor, her wrists and waist twisting and turning to the rhythm of the seben guitar blaring from the stage. Her hair is styled in star-­shaped cornrows with the ends tucked in, like all the other Zaïroises girls at school. The hems of her powder-­red jeans sway left to right, and the sleeves of her satin blouse stick to her arms. Above her, there’s a string of lightbulbs strewn around the walls of the compound.

			‘Kinshasa la belle!’ Chantal cries out in response, her voice raspy from too many bottles of Skol. The dancefloor is crowded, swarms of bodies sweating and heaving, dancing and romping to the beating drums and the electric guitar. This is when Mira feels alive, in Matongé, where the music never stops and the people never sleep, where a new dance emerges as often as the sun rises. Even now, the horns of cars and taxis and men arguing on the main road puncture through the laughter and music on the dancefloor. This is life! If she had the choice, this is where she would spend her birthday – in the streets of Matongé with Chantal, dancing until her ankles ached. But tomorrow she’ll be back in Gombe, mingling with Mama and Papa’s guests, feigning interest in idle conversations about holidays in Monaco and dancing to Abeti and Mbilia Bel’s songs about mbandas and unfaithful husbands.

			
			

			It wouldn’t be so bad if Papa would allow one of the bands she liked to perform at her birthday, but Papa calls them voyous – vagabonds. Papa only listens to musicians like Tabu Ley, Franco Luambo and Simaro Lutumba. He says they’re real musicians – ‘Why do you think they call Simaro the poet?’ And since the increase in power outages in Gombe, not because of SNEL – the National Society of Electricity – but because of the street musicians stealing electricity from the houses in their neighbourhood, Papa has had a lot more to say about them.

			An evening in Gombe with Papa and his guests wouldn’t be so bad if Ya Eugénie were in Kinshasa, instead of honeymooning in Nairobi with Tonton Sylvain. Or if Chantal were allowed in their home, but Mama had banned her last year after Mira and Chantal had snuck out to watch Papa Wemba and King Kester at a Mama Angebi show and the two of them ended up live on Télé Zaïre. How was she to know Chantal was dating one of the cameramen? And was it her fault King Kester had picked her out from the audience to dance on the stage with him? Still, Papa’s beating and Mama’s shouting had been worth it. For weeks afterwards, it was all anyone spoke about at l’Ecole Privée du Sacré-­Coeur – even the Belgian and French girls who pretended not to be interested in anything remotely Zaïrois, but secretly dated their chauffeurs and errand boys.

			Mira stops dancing and opens her eyes, suddenly startled by the realisation that Chantal is no longer next to her. She trawls the dancefloor, searching for Chantal’s long beaded braids and her white jeans that outlined her perfectly round buttocks, but she can’t find her. She strays away from the music and heads out towards the main road. At the entrance, there is a single lamp illuminating the frontage, Club Bobongo, and a film poster for Black Jim le Magnifique. She looks out at the crowd necking bottles of Skol and shields her eyes to stop the glare from the headlights, but there is no sign of her friend.

			
			

			‘Chantal!’ Mira shouts into the crowd.

			‘Ngai oyo. I’m here.’ A drunken voice surfaces from the crowd in Lingala. ‘Nani azo luka ngai? Who is looking for me?’ Mira rushes towards the voice, but the woman is even slimmer than Mira with loose plaits and a black miniskirt. Mira tuts and heads back towards the entrance, suddenly aware of the gold watch on her wrist, the solid gold crucifix with the single diamond in the middle dangling from her neck and the crisp Zaïre notes in her purse. She clutches her bag, but before she can make it back into the club the music cuts out and the crowd spills on to the pavement, a cacophony of laughter and euphoria.

			‘Chantal?’ Mira pleads as the partygoers jostle out of the open-­air club, piling into their cars and the yellow taxis that line the road.

			She frantically paces the pavement, circling the cars, the rows of women selling kamundele skewers and the neighbourhood boys selling cigarettes.

			‘Chantal!’ Mira shouts. Where did she run off to now? This isn’t the time to be chasing men – she has to get home. She stops to think, but before she can even muster a thought, a man rushes past her and she feels a pinch at the back of her neck. She looks down, her chest is bare, the golden crucifix gone.

			‘Hey!’ she shouts, and tries to run after the man, but the pavement is too crowded.

			An hour later, after the crowd has dispersed and the musicians have packed away their instruments, Mira is alone in the middle of the night. The string of lightbulbs has died and the headlights and paraffin lamps have faded, leaving only the light from the buildings and the single lamp at the entrance to illuminate her path. She paces up and down, looking around her in case a figure emerges from the shadows and snatches her bag. The road is silent save for the distant sound of crickets and the click-­clack of her heels against the pavement, and the air still holds the faint smell of grilled meat and beer. The giddiness she felt earlier when she was dancing has given way to fear and nausea. How could Chantal just leave her like this? It’s hours past curfew and all the taxis are gone. She’s not supposed to take them, but she and Chantal have to since their driver is a snitch. How many times had she wasted money on bottles of beer only for him to report to Papa that she had been late to the school gates? Or when she and Chantal found something better to do, and she hadn’t bothered turning up to the gates at all? Mira looks out into the darkness at the desolate street. There are streetlamps further ahead. Maybe she could walk home. It would take her at least an hour, but she doesn’t know what else she is supposed to do. She paces faster, dodging the discarded grease paper and empty glass bottles and cigarette packets littered on the ground.

			
			

			‘Citoyenne, are you lost?’ a man’s voice calls out behind her in French. It’s not a soldier, they’re never that calm. She spins round, clutching her bag close to her chest while whispering the Hail Mary. Is she going to lose her life today? This is her punishment, for all those times she had snuck out with Chantal, all those times she had spent Papa’s money on clothes and make-­up instead of the offerings basket in Mass, for spitting out the bread from communion last Sunday. This is her punishment for skipping school and accompanying Chantal on her escapades to dubious hotel rooms and underground parties; punishment for cheating on that last history test instead of studying like she was supposed to. This is how she is going to die – on the eve of her sixteenth birthday, in the middle of Matongé. Her heart pounds.

			
			

			‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women . . .’ Mira mutters, hastening her steps.

			‘Citoyenne?’ the man calls out again, his voice louder as he approaches her. She turns her head to look back, but continues walking and praying. The man’s hand is raised, his shirt collar open and sleeves rolled up. But that’s not what makes her stop praying. By the faint light of the frontage lamp, she makes out his face – Charlie Bolingo. You could not go to a party in Matongé and not know Charlie Bolingo – lead guitarist of Les Citoyens de la Capitale. He did not perform tonight, but it is him. She knows by that huge uncombed Afro – not nearly as huge as the brothers of the Jackson Five but still noticeable from afar.

			‘Citoyenne?’ He steps towards her. This close, she makes out the angular shape of his face, the earth-­red of his skin; he is not half as handsome as King Kester, whose defined jawline and droopy eyes make all the girls in Kinshasa want to leave their fiancés. Nor is he Papa Wemba, whose trembling voice and psychedelic outfits more than make up for his plain features and average height. Perhaps it is the river-­shaped mouth, the sweeping eyelashes, the limber legs – the way he positions himself with ease, back lengthened, shoulders relaxed and head slightly bowed, like when he performs, that makes Mira stop.

			‘Are you lost?’ His voice is melodic with a faint huskiness. Mira stammers, looking around for an explanation as to why she is outside in the middle of the night, alone. Musician or not, he could be dangerous.

			
			

			‘No. I’m waiting for—’ she begins in French as she looks around again and spots a Bouvez Coca-­Cola poster on the other side of the road with a man and a woman sitting by a pool.

			‘I’m waiting for my husband,’ she adds quickly in Lingala. Chantal has taught her to speak in Lingala when she wants something done for half the price. She swallows, tugging the strap of her leather bag.

			‘Your husband?’ He looks down at her ringless finger, then up at her star-­shaped cornrows. A smile spreads on his face, and Mira spots the thin beard round his river-­shaped mouth. He must be at least three or four years older than her.

			‘You’ll be waiting a long time. Have you even passed your Examen d’État?’ he teases.

			Mira is stunned. She opens her mouth, but doesn’t know what to say. Finally, she admits that she came with Chantal. ‘She’ll be back soon, just taking care of –’ she looks away – ‘something.’ Why did she say that? She should have stuck to her story about her husband. Who was he to bring up her age at a time like this? He chuckles, his chest rising and falling through his open shirt.

			Mira meets his gaze. ‘What?’ she demands, tormented by the mixed feelings of fear and awe rippling inside her. If she makes it out of this situation alive, she is going to give Chantal a piece of her mind. No, first she will gather all the money she has and chuck it into the offerings at Mass on Sunday, then she will give Chantal a piece of her mind. Perhaps Mama is right about Chantal. ‘Girls from poor families can’t be trusted. A mona mobali a leka te! She won’t let a man pass by.’

			
			

			She would never understand what Chantal got out of being with all those men. The older men, the ministers and foreign businessmen, she kept around for future prospects – I’m a poor woman in Kinshasa. Even if I find a way to pay for university, who is going to employ me?  Article 15 – beta libanga – hustle! But that didn’t explain why she kept all those boyfriends her own age. Mira had even called one of them Didier instead of Francis; only Chantal would two-­time a set of twins. Mama is convinced Mira hangs around Chantal to scout Kinshasa for men, but Mira just wants to party and dance. And who better to party with than Chantal N’djoli? The only student at l’Ecole Privée du Sacré-­Coeur whose father isn’t a PDG or minister. Chantal’s mother is a cleaner at the school and had, somehow, charmed the powers-­that-­be into enrolling her child into one of Kinshasa’s most elite schools, no fees attached. Chantal knows everything about everyone at Sacré-­Coeur – which students are dating which teachers – and she had been the one to tell Mira about the Ma Chéries and Carines and what all those girls were doing in their dorm rooms at night.

			Mira hadn’t believed it at first. ‘Two girls together?’ she had gasped, until Élodie and Antho were caught together naked in bed and paraded around the school.

			‘The club closed an hour ago, and you’re still waiting?’ The man crosses his brows, a half-­moon smile set across his face. There is something in his eyes, an intensity that makes Mira shift her weight from one foot to the other.

			‘What’s your problem? Leave me alone!’ she snaps in French.

			He looks stunned, then his face softens and sets in that half-­moon smile again, and Mira instantly regrets shouting at him.

			‘She’s coming back soon,’ she says quietly in Lingala, more hopeful than certain.

			
			

			He nods. ‘I can give you a ride home. It’s my duty as a good citoyen.’ He holds up a single finger, an indication for Mira to stay. ‘I’ll be back. Zela ngai – wait for me,’ he says, and she watches him disappear into the night. Surely he doesn’t expect her to get into a car with him? She looks out, further down, at the thick trees lining the pavement, where the junction meets Avenue de la Victoire. She pulls off her heels, and starts walking towards home, already conjuring up a story about where she’s been in case Mama pulled a fast one and went to check on her in the middle of the night, like she’s been doing since the Télé Zaïre incident. Moments later, tyres whir behind her.

			‘Citoyenne!’ the man calls out.

			Mira stops and turns, staring in disbelief.

			‘What’s that?’ She points at the contraption in front of her.

			‘My bicycle,’ he boasts, balancing one foot on the pedal and the other caressing the thin layer of dust on the road.

			She laughs uncontrollably, staring at the single-­geared bicycle and his toes poking out from his flip-­flops. ‘You expect me to get on that rickety thing? It won’t even make it past Avenue de la Victoire.’

			‘And how are you going to get home? Wait for your husband? You know there’s a curfew, right? And you’re not exactly dressed appropriately,’ he teases.

			Mira looks down at her jeans, at the heels in her hands and then back at the bicycle. If she gets stopped by a soldier, they’ll ask why she’s wearing trousers and why she, a schoolgirl, is out at this time of night. If she explains who her father is, which gets her out of most precarious situations, they’ll insist on taking her home and waking up the entire house. She can’t risk that, not on the eve of her birthday when the house is already full of aunts and uncles who only show up at birthdays, weddings, matangas – and when they need money for hospital fees. Tomorrow isn’t just her birthday; it’s also when Papa will make his big announcement. It is all they have been speaking about these last few months and was the reason Mama and Papa stayed behind after Sunday Mass, and why Papa has been receiving more guests in his home office. She has to get home. But who knows where she’ll end up on that bicycle with Charlie Bolingo.

			
			

			‘I’ll walk—’ A flash of light sparks above them, then another, and another. Soon, streaks of lightning scatter the black sky. Thunder rumbles and the rain starts to fall, huge drops splashing all around her. In an instant, Charlie Bolingo’s Afro has shrunk, and his face and chest are wet, but he smiles and holds out his hand. Mira lets out a breath, lets him help her on to the bike.

			‘Hold on to my waist!’ he hollers, and after she’s told him where she lives, he pushes the pedals, and they set off in a slow glide.

			As quickly as it began, the rain stops and the air has a sweet, citrusy smell like turned-­over earth. She closes her eyes and prays to Mama Maria that she’ll make it home alive as the skies clear and the rusty cogs of the bicycle creak. She flicks open her eyes as Charlie Bolingo pedals. They ride into the night, each movement steadily becoming more strenuous than the last. They are riding so slowly, she would have been better off walking.

			‘Citoyenne! Are you still alive back there?’ he calls out cheerily, as though this is a normal occurrence.

			‘Yes,’ she murmurs.

			‘I can’t hear you.’

			
			

			‘Yes!’

			He laughs, a laughter that is full of music and mischief, and Mira feels his laughter vibrate against her chest.

			Mira doesn’t recognise any of the roads, and when she asks where they are, and he tells her they’re taking the back roads so they don’t run into any check points.

			‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll get you home safely, citoyenne.’

			She hugs his waist tighter and swallows. Minutes later, she looks out again and finally recognises the buildings: SNEL, ONATRA, Banque du Zaïre where Tonton Sylvain works, the lush gardens of le Palais de la Nation, the Intercontinental Hotel where Papa plays squash. Outside each building stand two enormous flag poles: one with the national flag – a green background with a yellow circle and a brown hand bearing a red torch. The other flag is the coat of arms with the head of an open-­mouthed cheetah encircled by an olive branch on one side and a crescent on the other. Underneath the cheetah’s head are two spears and the words Justice Paix Travail inscribed on a scroll. She sees the two flags every morning in the school yard when they recite ‘La Zaïroise’. Papa had beamed with pride the first time she had recited the anthem without forgetting the words.

			Soon, the waters of the Fleuve Zaïre pan into view and her shoulders relax. As they ride across the promenade, where streaks of cool morning light peek out from the horizon, Charlie Bolingo sings a song that Mira recognises – Papa sings it every morning when he reads the Elima newspaper, Ebale ya Zaïre. She rests the side of her face against his back and watches the sun rising from underneath the river, listening to the sound of his voice, sweeter than anything she has ever heard, ever tasted, before.

			
			

			At the end of the song, he cries out, ‘Kinshasa la belle!’

			‘Kinshasa la belle,’ she whispers into his back.

			They stop round the corner from the house and she thanks him for the ride. He nods and props his bike up with one hand. She feels for the necklace round her neck and remembers the thief.

			‘Damn!’ she cries.

			He leans in towards her. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘My necklace – someone stole it when I left the club.’

			‘What does it look like?’

			‘A crucifix, solid gold. Mama is going to kill me.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			Bijoux

			London, 2004

			The morning after Papa Pasteur’s visit, I jolted awake to the screeching of the freight train rumbling across the tracks. Marriage? To Brother Fabrice? Had all that fasting and praying finally gone to Tantine Mireille’s head? My phone vibrated and I scrambled for it, thinking it must be Kay. The number on the screen wasn’t local or the +243 Congo area code – but I knew it was Mum.

			‘Mum?’ I yelled down the phone, yanking it so hard from the bedside table that it almost slipped from my hand.

			‘My heart, can you hear me?’ she said in French. There was a flurry of voices in the background.

			‘Where are you, Mum?’

			‘En route to Geneva for two weeks, then South Africa before going back home to stay with Grandmother. She’s still shaken from Grandfather’s burial. I can’t be away for too long but the MSF is in a mess after shutting the offices in Iran and I’m all over the place.’

			She let out a heavy sigh, and I imagined her patting down her chignon like she always did when she was stressed.

			‘And Daddy? Is he back in Binza?’ I asked eagerly, hoping she would say yes so I could call him. These days, Mum was always at an airport running from one mission to the other with the Médecins Sans Frontières, and Daddy was always in Mbandaka. I hated the war for bringing me to England, for tearing our family apart.

			
			

			‘No.’ The phone went quiet. ‘Sylvain is staying in Mbandaka for a while.’

			She cleared her throat and her voice brightened. ‘They’re going to call my flight soon. Tell me, what’s the big news?’

			‘The news?’ I stuttered.

			‘When I was back in Binza, you said you had news?’

			‘Oh,’ I said. I was about to tell her about the job at Bailey & Cunningham but an announcement chimed through the tannoy.

			‘They just called my flight,’ Mum said hurriedly. ‘We’ll talk when I land.’

			She took in a breath and I already knew what she was going to say next, the same thing she’d said on my sixteenth birthday, at my graduation, at the internship – it was the same way she ended every conversation.

			‘It worked out, didn’t it, my heart?’ Mum’s voice crooned through the phone and I imagined her heart-­shaped face, her cheeks softening as she spoke. If she were here, she would hug me, and I’d inhale the scent of her rosewater perfume until it stuck to my own skin.

			‘Yes, Mum, it worked out,’ I replied flatly as I looked at the dull morning light cracking through the curtains. The phone went dead and my bedroom door burst open. Tantine Mireille stood in the doorway already in her WeClean tunic and kitambala, beams of harsh yellow light from the hallway flooding the room. I squinted. I hated the fact that she never knocked.

			‘I’ll be at the Women’s Prayer Meeting tonight,’ she announced in a mechanical tone – it wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t how Mum had just spoken to me on the phone, as if she wanted to speak with me. I nodded and glanced up at her. We had the same deep brown skin, a burgundy brown like the shell on a conker, except now it wasn’t shiny and smooth, but hardened and ashened by the winter air. Neither of us had been endowed with African genes like Mum or Grandmother, who were both full-­bosomed and wide-­hipped. Tantine Mireille was slim, with just enough extra flesh at the hips and buttocks so that even from the back you knew she wasn’t a white woman. She had the same eyes as Grandfather – close-­set and shaped like mandarin slices. When Grandfather used to laugh, his eyes would narrow, and the shiny black of his pupils disappeared behind those mandarin slices. I missed his laughter; Tantine Mireille never laughed.

			
			

			‘Tomorrow,’ she added. She was looking straight at me, but her eyes were vacant, as if she were looking at the wall. ‘What Papa Pasteur said last night, we will talk about it tomorrow.’

			I nodded. I had already learnt to never ask questions. She backed out of the room then turned suddenly. ‘Your first day at work, how was it?’ Her voice was lighter but she didn’t smile.

			‘Fine,’ I told her in English.

			‘May God be praised.’ She nodded, then she added what she always said whenever she had to leave me home alone, and every night before I went to bed.

			‘Psalm 23, Bijoux. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.’

			Her voice always softened when she said it.

			She shut the door and left the room.

			A freight train rumbled past and I leapt out of bed, scrambling to the bathroom to get ready for work. After I arrived at the office, I spent most of the day looking at the clock, and as soon as I could leave I headed to see Kay.

			
			

			 

			I dashed out of Peckham Rye Station to avoid the rain and the inescapable scent of regret and fried fish as I hurried past the Ghanaian and Indian shopkeepers rearranging their mounds of yam and scotch bonnets, past the two old Caribbean ladies gossiping about a wedding where there had been too much rum and not enough goat curry, until I finally reached the Bussey Building – the old redbrick that blended with the rest of Peckham’s Celestial churches and hairdressers: Jumi’s Crown of Glory, Bunmi’s International Hair Salon, Divine Destiny. For Tantine Mireille, Thursday was the Women’s Prayer Meeting at The Mountain, but for me, Thursday was open-­mic night at Zami Café.

			Inside, the café was packed, buzzing with chatter and the mingling smells of rolling tobacco and cocoa butter; and ‘Milkshake’ the Kelis song that had been playing all that summer, blared through the speakers. In Zami, though, when someone sang it, the milkshake brought all the girls to the yard. There were mismatched tables and chairs dotted all over the room. On the wall above the bookcase were rows of photographs taken by Kay – framed black-­and-­white images of hands clasped together. The photos were beautiful, looking at them always brought me back to my painting lessons with Mrs Mwanza at the breakfast table in Binza. And at the front of the café was the stage with two huge rainbow flags hanging side by side with strings of twinkling lights cascading down. The stage was empty, the house lights were on and I knew by the crowd swarming the bar it was the interval.

			I tried to push my way through to see Kay, but it was too crowded. By now, I knew all the regulars at Zami: the Bangladeshi poet with the red sari and Doc Martens; Danté, who did Drag King sets of Ginuwine’s ‘Pony’ in a white vest and a drawn moustache. Those first few times at Zami, I had felt out of place. There had been so much to take in – the clothes, the talks about colonialism, about gender-­fluidity and sexuality; the new words and acronyms: stud, hard femme, Gold Star, QTIPOC, coming out. Everyone was an artist or a writer, and I always wondered if I belonged there with the rest of them. I was just Kay’s girlfriend – the boring one who worked in corporate. I knew that’s what they all thought about me, even though Kay always denied it. But it was true: there was nothing special about me. Since I had arrived in England, Tantine Mireille had taught me silence, and The Mountain had moulded me into Sister Bijoux. How could I expect them to like that Bijoux when, in truth, I didn’t like her either?

			
			

			I saw Kay working behind the bar. She wore her dreadlocks up in a high bun so you could clearly see her undercut, and her bare arms were poking out from an old Lakers jersey. She noticed me and waved. Almost a year together and I still felt it every time I saw her, the crumbling. I waved back and smiled, and walked to the back of the café where Birdy and Salima were at the usual table by the bookshelf. The sideguards of Birdy’s wheelchair were decorated with stickers of the rainbow flag, her hair was out in a tiny Afro, and she had on a T-­shirt with the slogan Eat Pussy, Not Animals. Salima was sitting next to her, holding her hand. Salima had on brown boots and a white jumpsuit that looked like a space suit. There was a lot I still didn’t understand about their relationship: one day they would be all loved up and the next day one of them would be kissing someone else. There was a lot I still didn’t understand about Zami, but, just as I had done with Tantine Mireille, I learnt to stop asking questions, to stop saying he or she like I had done with Leo, Kay’s best friend who was found dead in his room after swallowing all those pills. Kay had told me that at his funeral, his family still called him Daniella, and still used the picture of Leo when he was nine years old and wearing a Minnie Mouse dress.

			
			

			‘Beej!’ Salima sprang out of her chair and hugged me. ‘We missed you at the exhibition yesterday. It was so cool! We had a big party at the house.’

			Her loose blonde curls bounced and the tiny ball at the end of her septum piercing tinkled. Salima had been in London for over ten years, but all her words were still laced in a thick German accent, and whenever she spoke about anything it was as if she were experiencing it for the first time.

			‘Sorry,’ I mumbled.

			‘All right, Trouble?’ Birdy smiled at me. ‘How is the new job?’

			Birdy had left Manchester years ago, and though you could barely hear her accent now, she still said ‘brew’ instead of tea, and ‘dinner’ instead of lunch.

			I took off my coat and pulled out a chair. ‘Good.’

			‘Something wrong?’ Birdy examined my face. Out of everyone at Zami, she was the only one who still spoke to her family, maybe because her adoptive parents were white English, and, out of all of them, Birdy was the one I liked the most. She’d told me about how guilty she’d felt tracing her birth mother, a Jamaican woman who’d married and had other children, and her disappointment when they finally met. How she’d felt nothing – I knew that feeling too.
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