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In memory of Mum and Dad – you
mean everything to me and without
you I wouldn’t be who I am today











‘I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning
how to sail my ship.’


LOUISA MAY ALCOTT,


Little Women












AUTHOR’S NOTE


In my novel I have chosen to use the following terms that, while they may be uncomfortable to readers, are true to the background, experience and setting of the story and are not meant to cause offence.


Half-caste: When I was growing up in Nigeria in the 1970s, ’80s and up until the early ’90s people who had one Nigerian parent and one parent from a different race, usually white, were called half-caste by Nigerians. My family and other family friends all used the same word. We never felt it was derogatory or racist; it simply meant that in a majority black population we were half-white. To this day many people still use the term in Nigeria.


It wasn’t until I came to the UK that I learnt that the term was considered offensive. I did some research online and discovered the origins of the term. It was used in the British colonial era in Asia, Africa and Australia to describe mixed race people. In Latin the word caste means pure and so half-caste means half-pure or impure. In Britain and Australia, the word half-caste was used as a racial slur for people of mixed heritage. In Nigeria, it was not considered a racial slur but merely a description of a person’s race.


Nigerwife: This is a foreign woman married to a Nigerian man. The Nigerwives-Nigeria association (https://nigerwives.wixsite.com/nigeria) was set up in 1979 by a small group of foreign women married to Nigerian men and living in Nigeria to provide mutual support. At the time foreign women married to Nigerians encountered challenges with residence permits, work permits and re-entry visas. They also faced discrimination in the workplace, as they did not receive the same salary or benefits that expatriates did and were not entitled to the pension that applied to Nigerians. The association worked tirelessly to improve these conditions for Nigerwives and in 1999 the women were able to apply for Nigerian citizenship and receive the benefits and protection that provided. Many Nigerwives who married their partners before the 1980s were ostracized by their families in Europe and America because of their choice to marry an African man. The group dealt with all kinds of challenges that foreign wives faced including adapting to the culture and country and finding employment. It also helped women who found themselves in abusive marriages by providing shelter and raising money for them to start new lives.


Today Nigerwives-Nigeria is still growing strong with branches all over Nigeria supporting foreign wives.


House boy/girl: In British colonial times in Africa and Asia it was common for the British to have a person working in their house as a cook and cleaner. The house boy/girl would wear a uniform and as well as cooking and cleaning they would stand at attention at the dining room table and serve their masters meals. The job was sought after because the British paid a good salary and provided accommodation for the employee and their family in the form of boys’ quarters within the compound of the home. Some also paid for the education of their house boy’s/ girl’s children.


The term was adopted by Nigerians and the practice carried on through Independence and up to today with many Nigerians employing domestic workers. Although it is offensive to call a grown man or woman a ‘boy’ or ‘girl’, the word was used during the time setting of the novel so I chose to use it.









PART I









CHAPTER 1


Manchester, 1990


My childhood was relatively happy up until The Incident – the first time I understood my father was not well. The Incident is the dividing mark in my life: Before and After.


Before, things were simpler. Not perfect – looking back, I was aware that there was something going on beneath the surface of our happy family life – but it was kept behind closed doors, didn’t have a name, and either I didn’t see or didn’t want to.


It’s coming up to the five-year memorial next month and we are all going back to Nigeria. It’s making me think about things, my life, my family, what we could have been, what we lost.



Lagos, 1982


We live in Ikoyi, a pleasant neighbourhood in Lagos. Our house is a bungalow with five bedrooms and huge gardens. There’s me, my parents, and my older siblings, Sophie, Luke and Maggie.


I’ve always been the odd one out, probably because of the large age difference between us. I’m eight years old. Sophie is twenty-one, Luke is seventeen and Maggie is fifteen. My mother likes to call me her miracle baby. She named me Lily because I reminded her of a canna lily, her favourite flower. I guess it’s nice, but it marked me as different from the start.


Maggie is the prettiest. She’s like a princess with her soft hair curled into perfect little ringlets. It’s so annoying. I don’t understand how she has that and I have the frizz that stands up on my head like a sweeping brush. It doesn’t seem fair.


The priest comes to visit my mum every week. I think they are friends because they are both Irish and miss their home. Mum gets out the best china teacups and they talk about rolling green fields and the smell of cow dung. Once when Father Burke was at our house, Maggie walked past and he looked up at her in a strange way and said, ‘That Maggie, she’s a looker. You better be careful. She’ll attract the boys like bees to honey and land herself in a whole lot of trouble.’ He wagged his finger at my mum as he said this and I could tell Mum was angry because her face went red as she spoke in a low flat voice.


‘Watch the way you talk about my daughter.’


My oldest sister Sophie is also very pretty but in a different way from Maggie. Sophie wears her frizzy hair in a big Afro and she has this cool style, all large gold hoop earrings, flared jeans and platform shoes.


Sophie’s always irritated and ignores me most of the time. Sometimes I do things just to annoy her, so she has no choice but to pay attention to me. When her friends from university come over, they love to talk to me. They say I am cute and look at me as though they would like to take me home. It drives Sophie mad. I think it makes her like me even less.


My brother Luke is the nicest. When I had the measles, the rash went up right inside me. It hurt so much for me to pee that I cried every time. Mum had to work so Luke stayed home from school to look after me. He read me my favourite stories and brought me all my meals in bed. He even made a chocolate cake. He’s talented like that – he can do anything. He’s always playing with a Rubik’s Cube. I love to listen to him solve it over and over again, the soothing sound of crick-crick-crick as he twists the square.


Luke loves animals. He has a huge fish tank which he keeps in the lounge. It’s like watching TV. There are so many different types of fish in there. I like the angelfish best. Their skin is white and shiny and they float around in pairs. If I trace my finger along the smooth glass, the fish will follow, back and forth.


Whenever we are all at home and in the same room, the atmosphere gets tense. It’s like my siblings know something bad is about to happen and won’t tell me what it is. I just know it has to do with my father.


In those moments, the one thing that can make them all relax is remembering their childhood together, before I was born, when they lived in the big house in the railway compound and Dad was a hospital supervisor and they went on lots of holidays abroad.


Mum says, ‘Do you remember when we had tea in the Dorchester?’ and my siblings nod and close their eyes as though they are back there. Then someone says, ‘What about all those trips to Switzerland? Do you remember that creepy hotel in Vevey?’ Everyone laughs and adds their own memories.


Once, I asked Luke what it was like on the railway compound. He smiled, showing me all his teeth, and said it was a magical place built on the old Botanical Gardens with plants and forests all around. Our house was the biggest, right next to the swamp.


‘There were mammy waters living in there,’ he said.


‘What are they?’


‘They’re mermaids. They sit on the banks of the swamp at night among the reeds and sing.’


I listen to these stories and find it hard to imagine so much harmony in my family. It’s as though they are describing different people.









CHAPTER 2


Manchester, 1990


There always seemed to be a barrier between me and my parents when I was young. My mother was always so busy and tired, working or recovering from work or looking after my father, apparently in a constant state of harassment or irritation. I wished and wished that she would just come and sit and talk with me for a while; but she didn’t, so I had to find my own ways to comfort myself. I knew my mother loved me and that she felt guilty that she couldn’t give me more of her attention – maybe this made the pain even harder. My father was a different story, a strange presence in my life. He rarely engaged with me or my siblings, mostly silent and unhearing. Somehow even when we were in the same room, he was always far away, elsewhere, impossible to reach.



Lagos, 1982


Mum works in a company that builds houses. She helps the boss. I think her job is very important because sometimes she has to work late and she always looks tired when she gets home. As soon as she comes in the door, she heads to the freezer, plops some ice cubes into a glass and then walks to the drinks cabinet and takes out the bottle of Martini. She pours until the glass is almost full and then closes her eyes and sips, mellowing. When the glass is empty, she goes to bed for her afternoon nap.


Mum often gets headaches and takes two round white tablets. In the mornings her eyes look small in her face and her lips look bigger than usual.


When I have Mum’s full attention, I feel a kind of wild joy. I want to climb into that feeling and stay there. Sometimes, when I have a bad dream, Mum and Dad let me sleep in their bed between them. I like to press up against Mum, while she wraps an arm around me, and we become one person. It’s the safest place I know.


Sometimes I wish I could rewind time. I’d go back to when I was four and I hadn’t started school and Mum stayed home with me all day. Each morning we worked in the garden. She would wear her wide-brimmed straw hat with the blue ribbon, and on her hands a pair of bright yellow gloves. She had a special spade and a metal watering can. I had a toy spade, fork and bucket. We spent hours, kneeling on the ground, digging, planting, patting down soil with our fingers. As the sun grew higher in the sky, Mum would wipe her forehead and sigh.


‘This heat,’ she would say. ‘Time to go in, Lily.’


At lunch, Dad would come home from his clinic. While we ate he would complain about his day, the patients pretending to be poorly. I liked it best when it was just Mum, me and the world of the garden.


I don’t think Dad likes me very much. He rarely speaks to me. Sometimes he looks straight through me. Once, he leaned towards me and said in a low voice, ‘Your mother is a cow.’ My insides twisted up in knots.


Everyone is careful around Dad.


He shouts when Luke comes back late, or hangs out with the wrong crowd, or isn’t studying enough. Dad also shouts at Sophie because he doesn’t like her boyfriend. I think that’s why she stays at the university dorms in Ibadan most of the time. When we’re all out together as a family, that dark feeling settles over us. Mum whispers, ‘Don’t upset your father,’ and we all know what she means. She won’t relax until she has a couple of Martinis.


Sometimes he sits by himself in the lounge for hours just staring into space. When he does this, I picture him as a sleeping dragon – you have to hold your breath and creep past quietly in case he wakes up.


Dad reminds me of one of Luke’s Rubik’s Cubes – impossible for me to solve. One minute he’s cold and silent, the next he’s pacing back and forth like an animal trapped in a cage, talking loudly to himself and patting his pockets like he is searching for a weapon. His eyes flash and he shakes his head as though he’s having an argument with someone. When he gets like this, we all clear out of the way and wait until the slap of his slippers on the terrazzo floor stops, and then Mum goes to find him. Often, after that, he goes to bed and sleeps for several days. After one of his long sleeps, he comes out of their bedroom, scratches his chin, looks around and laughs at nothing at all. I know it’s not happy laughter because his eyes grow wide and frightened. When he does this, I feel frightened.


*


It’s September and I am back at school. We had to write an article about what we did during the summer holidays. I wrote about our trip to California – the first time I’ve ever been away with the whole family. We went to Sea World and a huge killer whale jumped out of the water and splashed us. We went for a long walk in a forest of enormous trees called redwoods, taller than any I’ve ever seen before. It was very peaceful, the wind made a singing noise as it moved through the branches and even Dad was happy.


Seeing my parents in a new place made me notice different things about them. Like, when we were at the airport my father walked ahead of us, hands behind his back, while my mother and siblings struggled to push all our luggage trolleys. I wondered why Mum didn’t ask him to help, but instead bit into her lip and tried to contain her fury.


It’s horrible when they are angry with each other. It usually starts with my dad complaining, ‘Why did you do that?’ My mum snaps back, then they both grow quiet – it’s this part that I hate because, when they are silent, the room becomes smaller and I know Mum is trying not to cry. But sometimes, Dad surprises everyone – in California, he made her breakfast in bed and I have never seen Mum as delighted as she was that morning.


On that holiday I met my grandmother. She is a beautiful woman with blonde hair and bright blue eyes. She has a thin face with a small mouth. She wears fancy clothes and has a giant black poodle called Monty who wears a red bow on his head. Every time I tried to pat him, he growled. I think Monty is very spoilt because the TV was always tuned to his favourite programme and when I changed it he barked and ran to my grandmother as though he were telling on me. Monty always got his way.


The first time I saw my grandmother she stared and didn’t smile. She asked me some questions in a strange accent that I found difficult to understand. She told me I had to always call her Auntie Mary, never Nana or Grandma.


One time we went shopping in a store called Macy’s and the assistant at the counter asked my mother and my grandma if they were sisters. My mother laughed and corrected her mistake but when they’d finished paying, my grandma said in a low furious voice, ‘Don’t you ever do that again.’ My mum shrunk in on herself. I had a funny feeling in my chest when I saw this, as though my heart was a wet rag. ‘Auntie Mary’ didn’t speak to my mother for the rest of the day. Later, back at home, Dad asked how our day was. Mum pushed past him into their bedroom and banged the door shut. My father looked at the door, shook his head and pursed his lips. ‘That woman,’ he said quietly. For once, I don’t think he was talking about my mother. I didn’t write all this in my school article.


Life at home can be lonely. I often wish I had a twin sister. I know that twins are bad luck, but I don’t care. Our house boy, Sunday, told me his family left him and his twin brother on the steps of the missionary church when they were just a week old. He said he was lucky they weren’t killed at birth as was the custom in his village. When Sunday told me this, I was sad for him and his brother and thought back to all the times when I had stepped on purpose in the dirt he had just swept up, or when I jumped on the sofa and threw the cushions on the floor while he tried to tidy up. I’m not often naughty, especially with my parents, but sometimes when the air at home seems so full of tension that I have to hold my breath, I lash out – and Sunday is an easy target.


After school, I play with our driver’s two daughters – Hope and Happiness. They live in a small building in our compound. We play ten-ten, pat-a-cake, tag, and hide and seek in the garden. They call me oyinbo, but they don’t say it in a bad way like some people do. The younger one, Happiness, likes to touch my paler skin and say, ‘Fine oyinbo girl.’ She always smiles when she says this.


Hope and Happiness are wary when we play together. If I fall or hurt myself, which I often do because I am very clumsy, they say sorry a hundred times even though it’s not their fault, and make me go inside where it is safer.


The girls speak Igbo and a little pidgin English. Dad speaks Igbo to their father, Peace, and to his friends when they visit. He looks more relaxed when he speaks in his own language so I thought it would impress him if I learnt Igbo. Yesterday I asked Hope to teach me how to say, ‘Good afternoon, Father’. Ehihie Ọma, nna. I repeated the words and Hope tried her best not to laugh at my wobbly pronunciation. I made her say it again and again. We practised until she nodded and said I was ready. Then I went inside to find my father. He was sitting in his usual armchair, reading the newspaper.


I stood in front of him, cleared my throat and said, ‘Ehihie Ọma, nna.’


I thought I saw a look of pride flitter across his face like a moth, but then he darkened and snapped at me.


‘Where did you learn that?’


‘From Hope.’


‘Have I not told you to stop playing with Peace’s children?’ Hissing through his teeth, he leaned forward and shook his head. ‘This is your mother’s fault – where is she that she is allowing you to run wild? That woman.’


He shook his paper up in front of his face, putting an end to the matter. Ashamed, confused and upset, I ran to my room, got under the covers and held my blankie under my nose.


Sometimes my dad does like me. Whenever we play football together in the garden, he laughs a lot and his eyes shine like stars. And when he came back from his last trip to London, he brought me a Sindy doll. She is beautiful and looks like Mum and I love brushing her long dark hair and changing her outfits. Dad even got me a Sindy car; it’s yellow and looks like our jeep.


Once a week after school Dad takes me to the Rec Club for lunch. None of the others are invited, so I feel very special. All the people at the club greet him, ‘Good afternoon, Dr Ekezie’, like he is someone important.


I always have fish and chips and Dad has egusi stew with rice. After lunch we move to the verandah which looks out over the playground and Dad gives me fifty kobo for a donkey ride. The donkey man wears a small round hat, a long blue dress and baggy blue trousers. His skin is so black it’s almost blue and he has tribal slashes on his cheeks. He helps me up onto the animal’s back and leads it around the playground. I want Dad to see that I’m not afraid, but he’s never watching.


There aren’t usually any other children there because it’s the hottest time of the day and most of the European children have gone for their siesta, so when I get bored of playing on my own or the sun starts to burn my skin, I go to find Dad and his friends and sit quietly and wait until he notices me. Watching Dad with his friends, it’s as though someone has switched a light on in a dark room. He smiles, laughs, waves his hands about, sometimes he slaps his knee and lets out a belly laugh. His voice sounds out like the boom of waves against the shore.


It’s not like that when the expatriates are there. Then, his voice lowers and he holds his hands on his lap or one around a bottle of beer while the other rests on the table. His body is tense, everything tightly coiled. If someone makes a joke, he smiles politely and gives a little half chuckle. It reminds me of how I was on my first day of school. When I see my father like that, I want to hug him to make him feel better.


It’s often when the expatriates are there, though, that he finally notices me. ‘Ah, there you are. This is my daughter Lily.’ They look at me and smile and nod and the women sometimes pat me on the head and say things like ‘What a cute little girl’ or ‘Oh she’s very fair, isn’t she?’ and Dad beams and says, ‘My wife is Irish.’ And everyone nods as though he’s a pupil at school and they are all teachers.









CHAPTER 3


Manchester, 1990


School was always difficult for me. I struggled to fit in. Back in Lagos, I went to the British school, which was mainly for expatriates who were often just passing through. There were some Nigerians, a few Indians and one or two half-castes like me. I always had a sense of being trapped when I was there. As soon as I passed through the gates my chest would tighten. I think it had something to do with all the rules and the feeling of being under the teachers’ control.


I often daydreamed in class. I could transport myself anywhere in my mind, it was my way of escape, of soothing my nerves. I was so good at it that sometimes I was slow to follow instructions or I didn’t respond when a teacher asked me a question. This was when I got shouted at, and when that happened it was like someone waking me up with a freezing cold bucket of water. One teacher used to make me stand in the corner of the room, facing the wall. As I stood there with my head down I had a sick feeling in my belly because everyone’s eyes were on my back, all of them thinking I was bad and stupid.


Lagos, 1983


We are a few weeks into the new school year and I’m still getting used to all the new faces in my class. I’m not very good with groups, I’m too quiet and get left out or pushed to the side. I like having one friend at a time, but I’m always scared they will make friends with someone more interesting and dump me. I think this is what happened with my siblings.


Last year there was a Strawberry Shortcake doll craze at school. All the English girls had these funny little dolls with red hair and freckles on their pale skin. I didn’t understand what was so special about them until one girl held a doll right up to my nose and told me to smell it. I inhaled the sweetness of strawberries and sugar and got so excited I licked the doll’s face. The English girls all shrieked and shouted ‘EEEW!’ as if I’d actually licked one of them and not just a piece of plastic, then they all started laughing at me.


I’m in the principal’s office because the teachers all hate me. This time it’s Mrs Stewart, but she’s not the only one.


It started with Mrs Fernandez. She’s a Nigerwife, like Mum. I was in her class two years ago and she made my life a living hell. She shouted at me, pointing her ruler and calling me a ‘lazy, stupid girl!’ It was always me she picked on, never anyone else. I don’t think it was because I am half-caste, because there was another half-caste girl in my class, Wando, and she didn’t ever get it in the neck like I did. One of the problems I had with Mrs Fernandez’s class was that I just couldn’t see the blackboard. From where I sat, near the back, it was like trying to see into the bottom of a muddy pond, all the words merged into one murky gloop. As a consequence, I was always messing up and falling behind.


If she had been more sympathetic, she would have realized I was struggling with my eyesight. I don’t know why I didn’t just tell her what the problem was, but something inside me clammed up whenever she was around. She would stare at me with such frustration and fury, and I couldn’t understand what it was about me that made her so mad. Then I thought about how my siblings ignored me or laughed at me at home, how my father overlooked me. Perhaps Mrs Fernandez simply understood what they already knew – that I was no good. They just didn’t want me there.


Mrs Fernandez turned me into a coward. Even after another teacher finally put two and two together, and Mum and Dad took me to get my glasses, she still found reasons to shout at me. One day, I was too slow coming to the board to write a word and she went berserk. At one point I thought she was going to hit me. She screamed and shouted, called me all kinds of names. I held the tears back for as long as I could, but they just kept on dribbling down my face. The whole class was staring. There was something wrong with me and Mrs Fernandez knew it.


That lunchtime I went and sat alone in a corner of the playground. One of the assistants, Mrs Obi, saw me and came over. She sat on the bench beside me and put her arm around my shoulder. She was young and had a kind face.


‘Why are you crying, child? Ah ah! What has happened to you? Ehh?’


I could see she cared and was trying to help, so I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t tell her about Mrs Fernandez in case I got into even more trouble. So I pointed at two black boys who were kicking a ball to each other in the playground nearby.


‘They hurt me.’


I will never forget the look on those boys’ faces as Mrs Obi grabbed each by the ear, scolded them and led them away for a punishment. For weeks afterwards, I couldn’t sleep at night and I lost my appetite. When Mum asked what was wrong, I couldn’t tell her.


I think that’s when I realized that I was not the only victim of my cowardice. My fear made me feel so vulnerable that I would rather hurt others than stand up to the real bully. I promised myself that the next time a teacher picked on me – and I knew there would soon be a next time – I would find it in myself to be a little bit braver. So that’s why, when I stood in the doorway of Mrs Stewart’s classroom this morning, listening to her shout at me yet again for being late, something shifted. I felt heat rise from my belly up to my head, and I turned and ran to see the principal.


The principal’s office is cool with air conditioning and I sit in a leather chair opposite her large wooden desk and start to simmer down and gather my thoughts. Mrs Stewart never asks me why I’m late, or if she does, she doesn’t want to hear the answer. I’m late for the same reason I’m always late – because in the mornings Daddy is groggy from the tablets he takes every night and so he doesn’t always get up in time to get me to school, and Mum can’t do it because she has to leave for work so early.


The principal is new, she’s a Nigerwife and always wears traditional clothes and even speaks Yoruba. She’s the kind of Nigerwife my mother disapproves of, the kind who ‘go native’ as she calls it, because that means they are turning their backs on their own culture and Mum says women should never give up who they are just to please a man.


The principal smiles at me.


‘How can I help you, Lily?’


‘It’s Mrs Stewart. She keeps on shouting at me and she never shouts at anyone else. It isn’t fair. Today she shouted at me for being late but it isn’t my fault. My daddy can’t get up in the morning because of his special tablets so sometimes I’m late when he brings me.’


The smile drops from her face and her eyebrows move together.


‘I’m sorry to hear that, Lily. Look, shall we call Mrs Stewart in and have a chat with her all together?’ Her voice is gentle.


I nod and listen. She calls her secretary and tells her to bring Mrs Stewart to her office. A tingle of pleasure runs through me.


Mrs Stewart looks different standing here. Smaller and less intimidating. The principal gestures at a wicker chair next to mine and Mrs Stewart drops heavily into it.


‘Lily tells me you have been having some problems.’


Mrs Stewart’s face turns red and she bites on her bottom lip.


‘She doesn’t pay attention in class and is constantly late.’


‘Well, the lateness is not Lily’s fault and I will speak to her parents about that to see if some other arrangement can be made for her to get to school on time. You live in Ikoyi, yes, Lily? Perhaps one of the other parents nearby will give you a lift.’


Mrs Stewart doesn’t say anything.


‘Right. Now, Lily, I know you have a tendency to daydream in class. I would like you to try harder to pay attention to your lessons.’


She then looks at Mrs Stewart.


‘Mrs Stewart, maybe if you try to engage Lily more in class rather than just punishing her you will get better results. What do you think?’


Mrs Stewart seems lost for words. She nods her head.


‘All right then, that’s resolved.’


As I walk back to class with Mrs Stewart I keep expecting her to turn and slap me or something, but the revenge never comes. She walks ahead in silence and for the rest of the day she leaves me alone. I feel as if I am breathing freely for the first time.









CHAPTER 4


Manchester, 1990


In the period when Maggie and Luke had gone to boarding school in England and Sophie was miles way at the University of Ibadan, it felt like there was a vacuum at home that I couldn’t fill. The house was so very quiet without them. I was used to being alone even when surrounded by people but it was the effect that their absence caused on my parents that made me lonely. My mother drank more and she often stared at the phone as though willing it to ring but it never did. She went to check our PO Box every day and when she discovered a letter she would place it carefully into her handbag and hold it on her lap until we got home and then she would race into her room and close the door. She would come out later with a fresh glow on her face and a smile playing on her lips.


When my siblings left, my father became even more withdrawn. Sitting for hours on the verandah, staring at the garden but not really seeing it. Or he would disappear for long walks on Bar Beach. This would upset my mother because she was afraid he might be attacked by armed robbers and they would often have fights about it when he came home. My father’s interactions with me became even more limited; he stopped taking me to the Rec Club with him or dropping me at school. I felt that he hated me for being the one left behind.


Lagos, 1983


It’s the week before Christmas. Maggie and Luke are coming home from boarding school for the holidays. Sophie will be here too. Mum and Dad are really excited. Dad is sitting at the dining room table planning family activities in his diary and I’m helping Mum decorate the huge artificial Christmas tree in the lounge. I hang red, silver and gold baubles on the branches and watch as Mum climbs up on a chair to put the silver angel on top. It’s covered with silver glitter that comes off onto your skin when you touch it. When she finishes, she looks down at me and smiles. Her face sparkles.


*


Luke’s in a wheelchair. We all went to the airport to get him and Mum made a small gasping noise when she saw a half-caste girl push him out into the arrivals hall with a pair of crutches across his knees and one leg in a thick plaster cast.


‘What happened?’ Mum and Dad ask at the same time.


Luke looks down at his leg and shrugs his shoulders. ‘I broke it sledging. The school said they sent you a letter.’


‘You careless boy! Why didn’t you tell us? Have you been treated properly? How did you manage to travel?’ Dad’s voice is loud and people are staring.


‘Ijeoma helped me,’ Luke replies.


The girl behind Luke smiles. Her hair is braided with small beads attached to the ends, which make a clicking sound as she moves. Her parents step forward and the mother smiles at Mum. I think they know each other. All the Nigerwives do.


‘It was no problem, we found him in Departures at Heathrow. The school had just dumped him there with all his luggage.’ She shook her head.


‘So grateful to you. Thank you so much.’ Dad cups her hand in both of his and then does the same with the father. Once they are gone, Dad puts his hands on his hips and studies Luke’s leg.


‘They shouldn’t have put you on a plane. Look how swollen your toes are. You stupid boy! What foolish nonsense were you doing that you broke your leg? Ehh?’ He looks at Luke in disgust and marches off without us.


Luke unzips the bag resting on his knees, pulls out a ruler, slides it under the cast and scratches, closing his eyes in relief.


‘Sorry oh,’ I say and place my hand on his shoulder. He gives me a wobbly smile.


I point at his graffitied cast. ‘Can I write on it, too?’


‘Sure.’


Mum hugs Luke.


‘Did they at least give you something for the pain? Do you want some Veganin?’ She rustles around in her large leather handbag and pulls out a foil pill packet that only has two tablets left. She stares at them with a worried expression before pressing the tablets out and handing them to Luke. ‘We’ll have to stop at the pharmacy to get some more on the way home. Don’t mind your daddy, he’s just worried about you.’


‘He has a strange way of showing it,’ says Luke. ‘I hate him.’


Luke’s bottom lip shakes and there are tears in his eyes. I look away because it hurts to see him like that. My brother, ‘The Pup’ as Mum still calls him. Mum pats Luke on the shoulder and says, ‘Let’s get you home.’ She calls a porter to help with the suitcases and then pushes Luke towards the exit.


Dad is waiting in the car, sitting in the back. The passenger seat in the front has been pushed all the way back. Peace jumps out and heaves the suitcases into the boot. He helps Luke out of his chair. Luke hops on his one good leg into the front seat. When he is settled, Peace puts a hand on the cast, closes his eyes and says, ‘I go pray for you, my pikin. This thing will heal in Jesus’ Almighty Name.’


I’m sitting between Mum and Dad; his breathing is heavy and noisy next to me. Throughout the journey, he doesn’t speak. He leans his elbow on the car door and places his thumb against his mouth as though trying to stop words coming out.


Mum tries to fill the silence, asking Luke about school. Luke gives one-word answers and stares out the window. I hold onto my Sindy doll and try to distract myself with a game but the air in the car makes me afraid.


*


A few days later Maggie and Sophie come home. All of us are together. The house is so different. Full of voices and laughter. Mum spends hours listening to each of them give her updates about their lives. Mum loves this; there’s a light in her eyes and she concentrates hard as she listens to each of their stories. I linger behind partially open doors, listening and watching. She always talks to them separately, and after they have finished telling her what’s been happening to them, she leans forward and says, ‘I’ve missed you so much. You know you’re my favourite, pet.’


Now Mum and Dad are having their afternoon nap, so we all sit in the lounge and they talk about their adventures. I crouch on the floor with my notebook so I don’t miss anything important. It feels so good for the house to be alive with their laughter and voices.


Luke tells us how he broke his leg sledging down a hill on a plastic bag with a group of other boys. He makes a cracking noise to show how it broke and how painful it was.


‘I bet Dad told you off,’ says Sophie. She spreads out her fingers and looks at her nails as she says this. They are painted bright red and have a pretty shape.


Luke clicks his fingers and whistles. ‘I thought he was going to beat me when he saw the cast.’


Sophie shakes her head. ‘That’s our father now. If you break a leg, he wants to break the other to teach you a lesson!’


They all laugh, strong belly laughs that make them slap their thighs and clap their hands. I don’t see what is so funny. I notice my siblings always make jokes about our father’s strictness. They like to share stories, each claiming to be punished the worst. It’s as though they are sharing something painful, but laughing about it takes the sting away.


Luke looks over at me. ‘Hey, Lily, come here and write on my cast.’


I kneel by his side and use a black crayon to draw a man. Dad. Then I add Mum, Sophie, Luke, Maggie, in order of their ages. I lean back and look at my work and realize there isn’t any white space left. I hesitate for a moment, before adding myself next to Maggie.


Luke smiles strangely and stares at the family on his leg.


‘I discovered in England that I’m black.’


I return to my notebook and write Black.


‘You know how people love half-castes here? It’s different over there. One weekend, a group of us went to the village and someone called the police!’


‘Say what?’ Sophie slaps her knee.


I draw a sad face in my notebook.


‘There were four of us. Me, you know that boy Ayo from St Gregs, Matthew, and Emeka. When we went into the shops, the people stared at us as though we were feral. Especially white women. I think they thought we were going to jump on them.’ He lifts one side of his mouth into a half-smile. ‘Anyway, before long a police car turns up. Two policemen get out and ask us what we are doing. I explained we were from the boarding school and just doing some shopping. When they realized we were from that school, their attitude changed completely. They probably thought we were the sons of presidents.’
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