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To T and T, for cracking my heart open










Dara



Beneath the Singapore Cricket Club veranda, Dara watched two teams of lawyers sweat it out in the annual law rugby tournament held every January, and allowed herself a small, happy sigh. Under the cool shade, she felt some mild pity for the poor bastards playing under the sun’s sticky glare, but suffering in the heat never lasted long in Singapore; discomfort was always reliably suspended in the blue or yellow taxis that swarmed the city, or through the icy gusts that rushed onto the streets from the malls. It was like a contract signed as a basic human right: ‘You shall never perspire for long.’


Dara sat at the top of the stand beside Lucy, a junior associate on her team, and one of the new trainees. It was a good vantage point from which to keep an eye on her boss, Ian, as he entertained two of his most important Japanese clients at the bottom of the steps. She would be ready whenever he caught her eye and gave her the green light to approach. In the meantime, she tried to feign interest in the losing team in green, which was made up of amateur and semi-professional players from her firm, Morgan Corbett Shaw. She’d given up checking her phone to see if her best friend, Amaka, would make an appearance. Even though Amaka’s bank was helping to sponsor the tournament, she somehow always found a way to avoid these work events, something Dara just couldn’t afford to do.


Giving up a Sunday afternoon would be worth it, though. Dara felt as confident as Perseus with the Gorgon’s head in his bag, being so close to the partnership she’d spent the past six years working for. Work was going so well that it didn’t matter that she was experiencing caffeine withdrawals from missing her hourly fix, or that she was being forced to give up a much-needed day of rest. She usually wasn’t in the city much at the weekend; she travelled every chance she got, taking advantage of Singapore’s many public holidays, a welcome by-product of a country that officially celebrated three different religions. The past Christmas break had been spent cycling on her own in Laos, a wonderful change from the year before when she’d celebrated with friends of friends who, like her, were avoiding both the English winter and their difficult families, chugging bottomless glasses of champagne in a hotel lacking genuine festive spirit. Whenever her married friends started giving her dating advice (a grown woman of thirty-six!) or tried to fix her up at parties with men they would never have considered for themselves, she reminded herself that she’d been to ten out of twelve countries in Southeast Asia multiple times, and had seen and experienced things that would have been impossible with children in tow. So, whenever Amaka broke off in the middle of a conversation like a puppet, gawking at a nice butt and pulsing biceps (or shiny bag), or Lucy grieved over her latest failed date, it made the imminent payoff of Dara’s investment in her career – at one of the largest law firms in the world, no less – even sweeter.


One of the green players – it was hard to recognise his face from this distance – tried to dash across the field; he was brought crashing down by three men in red.


‘All the girls I’ve met here complain about the English guys catching yellow fever, but the guy I’ve been seeing has been here two years and he’s never even dated an Asian girl’, Lucy boasted, reminiscing about her recent date.


The trainee, who had only been in Singapore a month, looked confused at this bit of casual racism, but Dara stifled a smile, accustomed to the terrified insecurity of the English girls here. Most of the expats she knew were French, British or American; the women mostly dated other French, British or American expats, contracting their pool of dating options, while frustratingly (for them, at least), the men did not.


‘He moved out here with his now-ex. They were engaged, but he said she missed home too much, which I completely understand.’ Lucy tilted over the trainee, shaking her curls in earnest. ‘But nuking a relationship like that – madness. I’d pack all this the second there’s a proposal. Are you kidding?’


‘So she went back to the UK?’ Dara asked, pressing two paracetamols into her palm. She’d worked for ten days straight and would have given anything to swap the warm cup of wine in her hand for an almond milk latte.


‘Well, no actually. Yes and no. Total fluke – Andy said she met someone on the flight back and six months later they were married. They live in Sicily now, where the guy’s from, and she’s got one on the way’, Lucy said ruefully.


‘He told you all this?’ Dara stared at her suspiciously.


‘She invited him to the wedding. Anyway, I still say it was a risky move.’


‘Hmm.’ Dara couldn’t hide a smile as she dug out a small, battery-operated fan from her bag and switched it on. ‘I see what you’re saying. You’ve got your career and all she’s got is a ball in her stomach, lemons everywhere and a bossy mother-in-law.’


The trainee barked a short laugh and Lucy paused, unsure who the joke was on.


‘Speaking of careers . . .’ Lucy smiled conspiratorially. ‘Now that you’ve been given lead on the Nairobi case, it’s only a matter of time, isn’t it? As long as the case goes well, of course.’


‘Is that what everyone’s been saying?’ Dara shrugged and swapped the fan over to her left side, pretending her heart hadn’t skipped a beat. Secretly, she was pleased it was so obvious to everyone in the firm. The one area of her life she was truly confident about was her ability to work longer and harder and smarter than everyone else. It was what had earned her a scholarship to a private girls school in St Albans and got her through three lonely, uncomfortable years studying Classics at Oxford where she had never fitted in and couldn’t afford the time and energy it took to try. Not for the first time, she wished she’d had some guidance along the way, someone to warn her that actual working life relied on so much more than intellect and being the smartest in the class. She’d had to figure it out on her own, second-guessing whether she’d been given an opportunity for the right or wrong reason, if she was being too pushy or not pushy enough, if she’d stroked the right ego the right way, or how she would be judged for caring about partnership above everything else. Finally, it seemed, everyone around her was starting to see Dara the way she saw herself: as the best senior associate in the firm.


‘Yes, Dara, everyone.’ Lucy lowered her voice, looking so excited they might as well have been talking about her. ‘The clients love you and it’s a major arbitration. With the Kenyans so obviously in the wrong, it couldn’t be more perfect. And with Ian so close to . . .’


Lucy made a noose gesture and dropped her head to one side.


‘OK, let’s not talk about that here, with everyone . . . here’, Dara made a face. ‘How did the rest of the date go?’


‘Well, after dinner – which was amazing, a little too rich but really nice – we went to a bar in Orchard Towers, just for a laugh.’ Lucy’s voice carried a whiff of scandal. ‘Have you heard of it? I don’t know, is that weird?’


Dara had to move – she couldn’t take another second pretending to be interested or pretending it was normal for a date to take you to a building that was part of the country’s Red Light Guide. It may have been smack bang in the middle of town, surrounded by malls and even a handful of preschools, but no amount of adjacent respectability could hide what took place on the top floors at night. The activities were (apparently) strictly government regulated, and the sex workers were regularly screened, but Dara was sure there were millions of other bars more appropriate. Lucy’s date was yet more evidence of the rubbish on offer in Singapore’s dating scene.


‘Oh crap, sorry, Lucy.’ Dara rummaged in her bag until she found her phone and put it to her ear. ‘I’ve been waiting for this call.’


Rising and shuffling to the edge of the bench, she turned her head away from the two women and pretended to speak to someone, relaxing only when she was out of earshot. As much as she found Lucy’s lack of guile refreshing, her big mouth and unsophistication were the last things Dara wanted to be associated with, especially at this critical juncture. She also found Lucy’s undisguised hunger to be married and spoken for truly disheartening, if not downright bizarre. No one droned on like this in London, but here, it was as if crossing an ocean made young, working women shed the tough skins they’d developed to conceal their desire for attachment in their home countries, revealing the raw, pink truth their ambition had been hiding all along. A haze of desperation was blowing from Lucy, and Dara needed to remove herself from its path.


[image: illustration]


Having bought some time, Dara checked her messages, tugging at the polyester T-shirt she’d been forced to wear. She missed the safe, predictable work clothes she relied on and felt most comfortable in. Even though some women found it suffocating, she was never more at ease than in an ironed shirt and pencil skirt. It made her feel connected to her grandparents, who were long gone now, but who had brought her up as their own child in Lagos. She’d been folded between them, safe within their unit, and had never had to question much about her life.


On Sundays at their Baptist Church, her grandmother’s hat would always be pinned in place and her grandfather was always suited, a red silk flower blooming from his lapel, pipe tobacco tucked in his inside pocket. After escaping the tortuous Sunday school, Dara would sit between them, listening to the Yoruba sermon in what felt like an airless room. Her itchy dress would scratch her legs and the warm air would waft in her direction from the women’s silk fans that fluttered like caged birds. The fans were often souvenirs from funerals and birthday parties, printed with the faces of the celebrants, and Dara always felt like they were leering at her. When the heat and her boredom would make her drowsy, Grandma would pinch her and stare pointedly, until she went back to clapping and mouthing the hymns she could barely understand. Grandad, unfairly, was able to hide his dozing behind his sunglasses.


At the end of the service, the adults would pour into the church compound, buzzing, blabbing and gisting, periodically reaching into their flowing agbada pockets and purses for dirty naira notes to drop into the hands of beggars jutting through the holes in the courtyard walls. No matter how hard Dara tried to sneak away, Grandma would always block her attempts to join the other children buying Walls ice cream from the van by the gate. Dara was rarely allowed to taste the sweet, soggy blocks of ice cream wrapped in paper, since Grandma was convinced they were bearers of typhoid – she had always distrusted the hygiene standards of the factory where they were made. Grandad, Dara’s partner in crime, lover of classical tales and ancient mythology and supplier of contrabanded sweets, would push his lips out behind his wife’s back as she told Dara off, to show her not to mind the old woman. Dara would burst out laughing and inevitably get in even more trouble, setting off the lecture she’d heard countless times about ‘home training’, ‘following bad company’ and ‘carrying oneself like a lady’. As members of that uncomfortable class of people who had enough money to buy a good life, but not quite enough to afford not to care what other people thought, they set high expectations for their granddaughter, which came with the understanding that she also look impeccable at all times. By the time they’d passed away, Grandad from sickle cell complications and Grandma in her sleep two years later, the foundation for their preferences had already been laid.


When they died, Dara was sent to England to live with her mother, Abigail, who worked in the office of her local Hertfordshire council in the daytime and tried to make it as a mixed-medium artist at night. At first, living with Abigail – who’d anglicised her name from Abisola – had been fun. What eleven-year-old wouldn’t have been thrilled to have a mother who dressed in boob tubes and jeans like a Spice Girl, let her straighten her hair and was eager to share her make-up? The answer to anything Dara asked had been a shrugged yes, and the excitement of life with no rules had helped Dara push past her grief. Before long, though, she realised that Abigail’s free-spirited liberalism came with never being able to hold down a job, never reading the school uniform list and not caring whether Dara fitted in at her new school. Dara would never be cool or keep up with the popular girls, but she learned quickly that the people who had the power to guarantee her future were not impressed by those things. It was adults who could give her As, make her a school prefect to award her academic brilliance and write her references for summer internships. In senior school, despite her mother’s example, everything Dara’s grandparents had taught her began to kick in. Now, it was completely ingrained in who she was.


So, it was a struggle to feel presentable yet relaxed in shorts and a fluorescent orange T-shirt with her firm’s logo blazoned across her chest. It was a size too small for one thing, and, from the reflection in her phone, sweat was beginning to settle across her forehead like pellets of oil on a roast chicken. Her blow dry was beginning to revert in the heat and her foundation – the closest to her colour she’d been able to find in Sephora – was two shades lighter than her natural hue. She put her phone away, reminding herself that her brains and not her beauty were what had brought her this far.


The Singapore Cricket Club was at least something to look at. Colonial, white-stoned and red-roofed, it sat on one edge of the Padang playing field, flanked on one side by traffic and by a river on the other. Its facilities were quaintly old-fashioned, and its members could enjoy a tennis court, two squash courts, billiards and snooker tables, a bowls green, a Men’s bar and a reference library – when they weren’t making millions tax-free and complaining about the high cost of living, of course.


An army of faceless skyscrapers watched on blankly as the men formed a circle on the field. Arms across shoulders, they grunted against each other, pushing in a scrum until a single player scrambled away, the ball clenched under his arm.


The crowd roared and Dara’s eyes turned from the field to the stand. When she’d first moved to Singapore six years before, she used to play a little game with herself, which involved counting how many black people there were at events like these and guessing how long they’d been in the city. If a black person bounced up to her, waved or introduced themselves immediately, she could tell they’d been here for years (or were probably American) and were a little lonely, missed home cooking or were curious about her backstory. They were also usually disappointed to find out that she didn’t have kids – she always felt some sadness at the thought of black parents looking for any kid for their child to play with who looked like them. If said black person just made eye contact and smiled, then they’d been in Singapore a year and were not yet too fussed about building a community. And if they blanked you, then they’d either just arrived or had come straight from London or New York.


Today, at the match, she counted a total of one: her.


She looked over at Ian again, a little perplexed that he hadn’t called her over yet to join him, Mr Sano and Mr Erikawa. They were executives at Hakida, a global construction firm currently in a dispute over a bridge they’d been contracted to build in Kenya. Dara had been working on the case for nearly a year and was practically running it on her own.


There was a burst of applause as a player on the red team kicked the ball, sending it soaring between a large white ‘H’ on the field. She let the shift in energy pull her to her feet and down the steps to seek Ian out.


Once she’d set off, she wished she’d stayed put. In motion, she regressed from ‘Dah-rah’ (tall, elegant, Oxford graduate) to ‘DA-ra’ (gauche, clueless eleven-year-old fresh off the plane from Lagos’s Murtala Muhammed Airport). All those years she’d spent refining a neutral, British accent, dropping the ‘l’ in ‘salmon’ and ironing out the pronunciation of words she’d only read but never heard before, dropped away. Never did she feel more out of place than when she was moving. She’d been unaffectionately nicknamed ‘Big Bird’ at school, for always being at least a head taller than the other girls – nothing like the peacock or swan she’d always hoped to be. More like an ostrich or flamingo, a fowl capable of elegance, yet disappointingly clumsy.


She quickened her pace down the steps, trying to keep her still-full plastic cup of wine upright. Her flapping must have been eye-catching because Chris, one of her fellow senior associates, huddled down by the barrier with two others, raised his arm and waved her over. She pretended not to see him, but he waved again. Groaning inside, she approached the three men she liked to think of as The Sirens.


A look of bemusement crossed each man’s face as they took in her outfit. Various-sized bellies protruded from their cotton polo shirts, and strips of hair bristled down their arms and calves. The obligatory pink cotton shorts were in full attendance.


‘Did you hear about Imran?’ Chris asked. ‘He got cut three days back from his secondment. Effective immediately. Three months loaned out to a client and had to be out of the office the next day. It’s absolutely disgraceful the way he’s been treated.’


He made another sympathetic noise, in fitting with his role as all-around-good-guy. She liked Chris more than she should. The ‘Siren in a Sheep Suit’ worked in shipping and seemed harmless on the surface but was ruthless underneath. She’d seen him be incredibly tender with his three boys, then use them to get into people’s good books when it suited him.


Ben, ‘Baby Siren’, a newly made-up senior associate in the finance group, pursed his lips. ‘Yeah, it’s terrible.’


With brown ringlets curling over his eyes and the back of his collar, Ben was the type of boy she’d spent the last twenty years running after who usually turned out to be gay. He was the kind of young lawyer the partners loved because he reminded them of their own sons – and their younger selves.


‘Did you see his team’s weeklies? They went below fifty per cent at one point! Everyone saw that coming.’ Tim shook his head mercilessly.


Older, single and heavyset, ‘Chief Siren’ Tim was too many years post-qualified in the general insurance team. One felt he was always on the verge of being cut, in danger of being thrown away, like a cup of milk left out too long. Everyone knew he’d never make partner; moving in-house to the legal department of some nondescript company (or, as Dara liked to think of it, the sixth circle of hell) was only a matter of time. Tim was the most dangerous of men: bitter and frustrated, with little left to lose.


‘He never should have gone on leave’, Tim pronounced. ‘What a mug. You’re a target the minute your billables are down. You don’t take a holiday.’


‘Colin stopped feeding him work.’ Dara leaned forward. ‘They fell out. That’s why he got put on secondment in the first place.’


She knew how to play this game. Sandwiched between the partners and the juniors, the senior associates were hyenas, dangerous pack animals that would turn on each other in a blood-curdling heartbeat. They did the actual work, drafting contracts and drawing up advice for the senior partner leading their team, but orbited close enough to the clients to make them a threat. She supposed she was a hyena, too, but she liked to think of herself more like one of those big cats in Milton’s Garden of Eden, playing with a goat, claws retracted, aware of her powers but a vegan at heart.


‘Really?’ Chris looked put out. He worked for Colin. ‘I hadn’t heard this. Why’d they fall out?’


‘Sorry, my source runs dry’, she smiled, sipping her wine.


‘Partner’s secrets?’ Tim smirked, bitchily.


‘I really don’t . . . It’s all hearsay at this point.’ Dara looked in Ian’s direction, wary of this turn. A couple of yards away, Ian looked like he’d just swapped his usual uniform of white shirt, tie and trousers for a white shirt and slightly less formal trousers.


‘Come off it. Any day now’, Tim said. ‘We all know Ian’s pushing retirement. If the firm doesn’t want to lose its credibility, it has to stick to the rules, right?’


The three men stared at Dara, hungry for a reaction, their smiles doing a poor job of hiding real envy. So this was the real reason they’d called her over. They wanted to know if Ian Breen, a colossus in the firm and one of the founding partners, was really going to retire after his sixty-fifth birthday and leave his practice to a black girl. It didn’t matter that she was Oxbridge and had completed her two-year training contract at Morgan Corbett Shaw’s London office, qualifying and working at the firm ever since. Ticking a diversity box was one thing, but when it came to the face of the firm, she stuck out on the website like a beetle in a bag of rice.


‘Ian’s not going anywhere. He’s got plenty of years left.’ Dara rolled out the party line, praying the opposite was true.


‘Yeah . . .’


‘Yeah . . .’


‘Course . . .’


A pause settled, pregnant with questions, and in it she felt another tremor of excitement. She was so close, but still . . . you worked like a dog in your twenties and thirties, kissed ass, kept your mouth shut, travelled at the click of a finger, stopped exercising, stopped sleeping, forgot the feeling of a penis inside you, and . . . it actually paid off?


‘Well, you’ve worked your arse off’, Chris cut through the silence. ‘And it’s great timing. You’ve been lucky the Asian investment into Africa has picked up in a big way – that more companies are willing to fight it out in arbitrations here instead of defaulting to London.’


Luck. Of course.


‘How do you get on with some of the . . . Asian clients though?’ Ben lowered his voice. ‘Do you not find some of them . . . difficult?’


Do they like black people, you mean?


‘I’ve got two of them standing behind us, so maybe . . .’ Dara’s voice said, let’s keep it down. Her client relationships were fine, but you could never let The Sirens try to shipwreck you.


‘Oops.’ Tim raised an eyebrow in mock apology.


Dara found Ian’s eyes gazing over at her. At the small nod of his chin, she took her leave.


‘Duty calls’, she apologised before moving off.


‘Mata Oaidekiteureshidesi – It’s good to see you again.’ She bowed to Mr Erikawa and then Mr Sano, deliberately mispronouncing a syllable.


‘Good, good’, beamed Mr Erikawa after repeating the phrase correctly.


‘I’ve been practising.’ She hoped she sounded humble enough. She’d considered getting more sounds wrong, but she didn’t want to appear a complete halfwit.


‘After our last Tokyo visit, I insisted she work on it – it was terrible’, Ian said dryly.


The clients glanced at Ian, unsure if his comment was a criticism. They laughed a split second later, Mr Erikawa the loudest. As the more junior of the two, Mr Sano deferred to him on everything, letting the older man order for him in restaurants and enter and leave rooms first.


Mr Sano was generous. ‘Your Japanese is better.’


‘Thank you. And we’re really pleased with the progress we’re making on the dispute. We’ve worked with the appointed arbitrator before and the contract is airtight’, Dara said. In fact, she’d never seen a case so favourable, and still couldn’t believe the Kenyan side had let things get this far. The case had been stalled due to a disagreement between the Kenyan authorities and some disgruntled chiefs, who claimed that the bridge was being built on ancestral land too close to a sacred river and was therefore protected by local law. Now, Hakida was suing the Kenyans for breach of contract on the basis that the chiefs were technically part of the government itself. The Japanese wanted the dispute settled or their investment returned.


‘I was just explaining to the gentlemen that it’s a fifty-fifty call whether the tribunal will rule in our favour or not. When dealing with unknown entities in Africa – however strong your case – you never know what to expect.’ Ian beckoned to a waiter. ‘Tonic water, please.’


‘We thought that the Kenyan government would settle before we even started this proceeding.’ Mr Erikawa crossed his arms in frustration. ‘Our men have been in Nairobi for three months and do nothing. All the materials for the bridge – they sit there.’


‘We want to avoid arbitration, but we’re concerned that the Kenyan government has not offered a deal’, Mr Sano explained more gently. ‘We just want the problem to go away so construction can continue. We want the bridge; the Kenyans want the bridge. The only ones who do not want the bridge . . .’


‘The chiefs.’ Mr Erikawa waved his hand in disgust. ‘They are the problem.’


‘They say the land is sacred, but there is an American hotel under construction there, so we are thinking this is not really the case. Maybe they want to change the terms; maybe they want more money. We are hoping this is an area Ms Dara can be of service’, Mr Sano explained. ‘As an African woman, she can communicate with our local lawyer in Nairobi? This is just our idea.’


Dara wondered if they thought being African was like carrying a member’s card – you flashed it, racked up points and got email alerts when a private sale was on. It had already occurred to her that the Kenyan chiefs were grandstanding so they could be cut in on the construction deal, and she had just begun to form a suitably positive response when Ian beat her to it.


‘Dara is an integral part of my team, and her work has been exemplary. I very much hope she will continue to cement her position – I have no doubt that her future is bright.’ Ian smiled at her.


Dara smiled back, but Ian’s use of such a trite phrase was unlike him; it transformed her growing unease into full-blown dread.


‘But you will be pleased to know that I am in the process of hiring another senior associate to join our team. I’ve been considering it for some time now and I’ve just made an offer. He’s a great guy – Nigerian, like Dara actually, and based over in Geneva. He’s got lots of experience in large-scale arbitrations and comes with fantastic Africa contacts, which will be very beneficial in our negotiations. Cambridge man, like myself.’


Mr Sano and Mr Erikawa hummed with excitement.


‘In fact, I’ve just got great news from our HR team that all his paperwork has been approved, and Lani – that’s his name – should be with us in a matter of weeks.’ Ian made eye contact with each man but avoided Dara’s gaze. ‘So, rest assured, you will have the very best talent working on your case, and we will do everything we can to settle and get the bridge up on its feet.’


Dara’s smile slid off her face. This had to be a joke. But Ian didn’t tell jokes.


Another roar of applause. Someone must have scored. The men turned to the field and Dara was forgotten, lost in her confusion.


Nigerian . . . fantastic Africa contacts . . . Cambridge . . .


He’d found a male version of her.


Lani. He appeared to her with blinding clarity, sprawled out in his Premium Economy seat, flirting with the dainty, porcelain-as-teacups Singapore Airlines hostesses. She saw a Cheshire grin stretch across his face, numb from his third cup of whisky, and watched him kick back as the plane lights dimmed. She saw him journey across the ocean, a smug Odysseus, coming to steal everything she’d worked so hard to build.










Amaka



Amaka scrolled down the shopping app, her mouth moistening and heart rate quickening. The heels were six inches high and a rich shade of plum, with Roman cords that wove up the model’s foot, tied around the ankle and dropped down in delicious tassels. They were exquisite, sexy and completely impractical, but she visualised herself in them anyway and loved what she saw.


She glanced up at Rohit, whose face was half-blocked by both their computers. He was immersed in his work, munching on a granola bar as he typed, depositing millions of microbes into the cracks of his keyboard. Many of the staff on the credit risk floor of the bank were doing the same.


She dropped the heels into her basket; with her credit card details already stored, the transaction was over in seconds. The climax came with the confirmation email and thumbnail of her purchase; delight coursed through her body as she enlarged the image with her thumb and forefinger. Below it, though, was the cold truth of the money she’d spent: Charges will appear on your credit card statement.


The quiver of pleasure ebbed away. Amaka closed all her phone tabs and deleted her search history, a pointless and unconvincing action. The ‘thirty per cent’, ‘forty per cent’ and ‘sixty per cent’ discounts below each item had initially beckoned her closer; now they looked like little stamps of failure.


Next, she batted away her mother’s emails: an alarmist Daily Mail article about the cancer-causing ingredients hiding in most beauty products, a daily Catholic devotion and meditation, the details of their virtual Family Meeting in two weeks’ time. Seeing Ugo’s name, who had brought her up to never waste anything, to use and reuse, and who kept the protective plastic wrapping on everything she bought, filled her with guilt. It threatened to bring back all those memories of scarcity, when the unpredictability of their lives depended completely on her father’s money and whether it came through or not. One week, mother and daughter would squeeze into a cramped, doorless Danfo bus to get to school and work; the next, they could afford to collect Ugo’s freshly serviced Volvo from the garage and inhale its pine-scented air freshener and foamy leather polish. One week, Amaka would be treated to pizza and ice cream on Victoria Island, the moneyed part of Lagos with beaches, shopping plazas, and British and American schools; the next, Ugo would have to fan a charcoal stove to make their pancakes in their Surulere building complex, opening the kitchen door to release the itchy fumes. She and Ugo had to ration luxuries carefully and always made sure they had a constant supply of candles and matchsticks kept in the exact same place so they could move easily in the dark when the electricity was cut off. They’d fill every bucket and spare container with water, ready for the moment when they turned on the tap and nothing came out.


Something white blurred between her eyes and bounced off her forehead. A scrunched-up paper ball dropped into her lap.


‘Is your head OK?’


She glared at Rohit before following his eyeline to see their boss approaching.


‘Morning.’ Amaka flashed a smile at Indira, tucking her phone away.


‘Morning’, Rohit echoed.


‘Morning.’ Indira leaned on the partition, barely glancing at Rohit. ‘Have you got the numbers for the Toulouse report?’


‘Nearly there. I’ll get them to you today’, Amaka replied.


‘Good girl.’ Indira tapped the wall and crossed over to her office.


‘Good girl’, Rohit joked. ‘Are you her poodle now?’


‘And why not? I bet her poodle eats very well’, Amaka smirked. ‘And wears Louis Vuitton and gets regular manicures.’


She clicked the file open for the French mining company she’d been researching. It had a poor track record and its credit rating had been slipping for years. It was true that, although she’d been working just over a year for Indira, she’d been given more responsibility and autonomy than was normal for a credit risk officer of her experience, especially moving from the bank’s Lagos branch. Many of the other officers, including Rohit, had worked in banks in London, New York and Sydney before landing a coveted spot in Singapore, but on Indira’s team, Amaka was rewarded for her aptitude with financial ratios and statistics, not to mention her borderline obsessive research of companies applying for bank loans.


Rohit rolled his eyes. ‘I’m not sure who loves who more: you or her. Do you think she knows that we’ve been . . . ?’


‘No, and it needs to stay that way, please’, Amaka warned.


‘Everybody knows . . .’ He lowered his voice, teasing. ‘She’s not blind.’


‘That’s how they’ll pass me up for a promotion, because I was distracted. I came to Singapore to make money, not to find a husband.’


Rohit raised his eyebrows, amused. ‘Husband?’


‘You know what I mean’, Amaka said, suddenly flustered. ‘Husband, boyfriend. Same difference.’


‘So if I propose to you right now, you’ll say no?’


‘Can you stop? I need to work’, she retorted.


‘Everyone . . .’ Rohit stood up, arms stretched wide as if to make an announcement.


‘Sit down! Rohit!’ Amaka hissed before doubling over in laughter.


He sat down, covering his mouth and pointing at her. ‘Your face!’


She kissed her teeth and tried to ignore him.


‘It’s OK’, he said when he’d stopped laughing and could speak again. ‘We’ve been dating for six months – I’m not crazy. Besides, my parents would kill me if I proposed to someone they’d never met.’


Amaka’s smile wavered. Her nerves returned whenever Rohit mentioned his family. Added to her usual relationship hesitancy was her certainty that few Indian families would welcome her with open arms.


‘That’s the first time you’ve smiled today’, Rohit said, not catching her dip in mood.


‘Really?’ She kept working.


‘Thinking about your family call next week?’ Rohit turned serious.


Amaka bristled. She regretted opening up about the family dispute over her father’s estate since his heart attack two years before. During a vulnerable moment late at night, her head on his chest and their calves entwined, she’d let him coax some of the details out of her, but the next morning, she’d felt resentful and spiky, while he thought the conversation had brought them closer. It was as though she’d exposed a tender bruise and let him knead it; every time his hand reached for it now, she wanted to smack it away. Her yearning to be part of her father’s family, to take his last name and be publicly recognised as the oldest of his four children, was a secret part of her no man before Rohit had ever been allowed to see.


‘What are you talking about?’ Amaka looked up. ‘I’ve been working.’


‘You just . . . don’t look very happy today. I thought maybe . . .’


‘I’m just tired, chill. And stop throwing stuff at me, it’s so Saved by the Bell.’


He laughed off her retort and wagged his finger. ‘Now you’re showing your age. Shouldn’t it be “so O.C.”?’


‘My friend, I have work to do’, Amaka chuckled, sending a document to the printer and standing up. ‘I know you spent your time in New York wanking off to that stick-figure Marisa-what’s-her-name . . .’


‘Amaka, that is an inappropriate workplace comment . . .’


Smoothing her fitted knitted dress down, she went to collect her document from the printer. When she returned, Rohit was speaking into his headset and staring at his screen, so she was able to watch him undetected.


She had never expected to meet anyone in Asia, let alone a Thailand-born Indian man. When she’d first moved to Singapore, she’d immediately noticed the absence of male interest. She was the exact opposite of whatever Asian men were attracted to, and white men only seemed to notice her after they’d had a few drinks. The only real attention she’d received since moving was from a married Nigerian pastor on a business trip from Malaysia, and that interaction had been more entertaining than offensive, a source of laughter for her and Dara weeks later.


For the first few months in Singapore, she’d felt invisible – and it had been beautiful. She’d been desperate to escape the entitled idiots in Lagos, with their wandering hands and loose morals who saw any single girl as fair game, many of whom had been in their element during her short trip back to Lagos over Christmas. Worst of all, her mother’s friends constantly judged her, warning her that there were five girls for every eligible man in Lagos, so she needed to conduct herself carefully to attract a good one. She’d left all that behind and stepped into . . . nothing. Zero. Bliss.


It hadn’t taken long, though, for the anonymity to turn to insecurity. This was probably why she’d been open to Rohit in the first place.


When they’d first met, the only things they’d had in common were their jobs and the fact that they’d both been international students in the US (public college for her, Columbia for him). Their work friendship had changed from easy banter to something more charged when she’d realised that his questions about her outfits, weave changes and Wendy Williams obsession were actually him flirting. They’d kept it playful until one night, in a taxi from a dinner Indira had held in her colonial black-and-white house, he’d kissed her and she’d kissed him back. He was easy to be with, gave her plenty of space and was a fantastic person to have something light and fun and obviously short-term with. He was a good listener, too, with his cute, American-tinged accent courtesy of the international school he’d attended in Bangkok. Her sharp barbs – which had turned off so many guys in Lagos – just seemed to amuse him.


Rohit had made it clear that he wanted to have a family and that he wanted children young. They were still in the early stages of their relationship, but was dating really this easy? Did men just say what they wanted? How could she be certain it was her he wanted and not just someone for the next stage in life? One thing Amaka knew for damn sure was that she’d make a terrible wife and mother: she was selfish and vain, and the more serious their situationship became, the worse it made her feel.


Her mother’s voice was never far from her ear, pressuring her to settle down with ‘the right kind’ of man – someone dependable and trustworthy and definitely not like her father. Though Ugo had never said a bad word about Chukwu, beneath her loyalty was the constant, subtle advice to make better decisions than she had, to not derail her life or bring shame on her family, like ending up a single mother in a tiny flat on the wrong side of town.


The real problem was not the unspoken fear of how Ugo would respond to Amaka getting serious with someone from India, but the warmth that had begun to spread in her when she was near him, the yearning to fold wordlessly into him, to blurt something stupid or reveal something intimate. More and more, she had to remind herself of who she was and who she wasn’t. She wasn’t a weak, lovesick twenty-year-old or a pathetic heroine from a mushy Hollywood movie, and she definitely wasn’t about to give power over her emotions to a man. She was an Igbo girl; as her mother constantly reminded her, she may have grown up in Lagos surrounded by Yorubas, but she was from the East. She didn’t have time for nonsense.


Rohit took off his headphones. ‘So it turns out I was right about K. W. Holding’s mitigation risks. You remember the company in the Philippines?’


‘I’m busy, Rohit.’ Amaka avoided his eyes.
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The rest of the morning disappeared in phone calls and emails. The trading floor was manic; trade requests were coming in thick and fast. It was an adrenaline-filled job, requiring an in-depth knowledge of trading practices and banking laws, good judgement and the ability to multitask. One stupid mistake could cost the bank hundreds of thousands of dollars. Every time a trader on the floor pushed a button, a complex algorithm determined if they could make a trade or not. If the trader contested it, then it came to her, a credit risk officer, and she made the ultimate decision. She had the power to reject the trade or overwrite the computer’s decision – and she loved it.


By eleven, she was buzzed and cheerful.


‘Coffee?’ She rose.


Rohit followed her to the office kitchen, which was empty except for two colleagues. They nodded hello before walking out with their mugs.


‘Count your blessings one by one’, Amaka grinned, lifting a half-full coffee pot.


‘Nice.’ Rohit brought out two cups and she filled them. He took his black coffee to one of the wooden tables in the corner and she poured generously from someone’s lactose-free milk in the fridge. She joined him, and a few seconds passed as they sipped their coffees.


‘So that’s it?’ Amaka said. ‘We’re not going to talk?’


‘You’re the one who doesn’t want to talk!’


‘Is it really the end of the world if I don’t want to talk about my family? Can we please talk about something else?’


Rohit shrugged and nodded. ‘Did you know the record for the longest ever conversation is something like forty-six hours? It was this guy and girl talking on the phone and there was an audience braiding the two people’s hair and playing poker and massaging their feet and all this shit.’


‘Are you for real?’ Amaka laughed.


‘They weren’t allowed to be quiet for more than ten seconds. How long do you think we could talk for?’


‘As long as you’re the one paying the phone bill, you can talk to me for as long as you like.’


Rohit smiled and took out his phone.


‘I thought you said no devices while we’re hanging out.’


‘Drawing app.’ He spun the phone so she could see the screen. ‘We’re going to play hangman. If you win, I won’t ask anything more about your family meeting. If I win, you have to tell me one thing. That’s it.’


Amaka’s phone started to ring. Dara’s name lit across the trembling screen.


‘Ha! Saved by the bell.’ She grinned.


‘Nope, we’re playing. I’ll even draw you a clue.’


‘Hey, Dara. Sorry, hold on one sec.’ Amaka pressed her phone to her chest and leaned over to stare at his sketch. ‘What the hell is that? It looks like a mountain and . . . is that a poo?’


‘I’m personally offended by that.’ Rohit finished shading the oblong shape and drew six short lines under it. ‘And you’ve hurt the mountain’s feelings too.’


‘Is that what it is? I’m right?’ She grinned.


‘No. Don’t be ridiculous; it’s not a turd’, Rohit chuckled. ‘Oh, and if you lose, you also have to make me that spicy stew you brought in for Lunar New Year. With plantain.’


‘I told you that was a one-off. I don’t cook and I definitely don’t cook on demand’, Amaka shot back.


‘Those are my terms.’


‘Fine. But if I win . . .’


‘You won’t win.’


‘If I win—’ she thought for a second ‘—you buy me some shoes.’


‘What? How does that even equate?’


‘Shoes.’ She glanced at her phone to check that Dara was still there.


‘What type of shoes?’ Rohit looked amused.


‘Who cares, motherfucker, you can afford it. So, what is this – and this?’


‘A mountain and a jewel’, Rohit grinned smugly. ‘Time starts now.’


‘A’, Amaka sighed, putting her phone to her ear. ‘Sorry, Dara.’


‘It’s fine’, Dara replied, her voice heavy and slow. ‘It’s not like I’m doing anything.’


‘Aren’t you at work?’ Amaka frowned at the long pole of the gallows Rohit drew. He got up from his chair and settled into the one next to her, stretching his arm over her shoulders.


‘E’, she whispered, and was satisfied to see him write the vowel on the penultimate dash.


‘No, I took the day off’, Dara sighed.


Amaka stiffened, then bit her lip as Rohit nuzzled her neck and planted a soft kiss behind her ear.


‘Every time you get one right’, he threatened.


‘Are you busy?’ Dara asked.


‘No, it’s fine’, Amaka replied. ‘What’s going on? Are you sick? I got Nana to add you to our book club WhatsApp group. Did you see it?’


‘Mmm, I don’t remember. I’ve pulled a sickie today. I just can’t face going in. I think . . . I’m going to have to give my notice.’


‘What are you talking about? What happened?’ Amaka sat up straight.


‘I’m not getting promoted. He lied to me.’ Dara sounded close to tears.


Amaka listened closely as Dara explained. Every so often, she lobbed quick-fire questions to distinguish between what had actually been said and what she had inferred – and to distract Dara from wallowing in self-pity.


‘But who is this guy?’ Amaka griped. ‘Ah-ahn, your boss just plucked another Nigerian lawyer from thin air?’


‘I’ve emailed you his profile from his old firm’s website’, Dara replied.


‘OK, hold on.’ Amaka unlocked her screen.


‘Hey. Letter.’ Rohit tapped the pen on the notepad.


‘I, G and . . . C.’ Amaka opened her emails and scrolled down to Dara’s, then clicked on the link.


She stared at Lani Idowu’s headshot, biting back an expletive, and found herself angling her arm so Rohit couldn’t see the screen.


A broad face of ebony smiled back at her, a chin shaped by a groomed goatee. His eyes were framed with black-rimmed glasses that did very little to hide the puddles of cocoa swimming in the whites of his eyes. He was delicious.


Putting the phone back to her ear, she did her best to modulate her tone.


‘This is the guy?’


‘Yup. Do you have time to read his CV?’


‘Reading now.’ Amaka looked back at her screen.


‘Next?’ Rohit prodded then peered at her phone. ‘Who’s that?’


‘Someone Dara’s firm has hired.’ Amaka swiped down to the words beneath.


‘Next letters?’


‘W, P, M, S.’ She really didn’t care.


‘What?! Who picks letters like that? You didn’t even do all the vowels.’ Rohit made quick work of the stick figure. ‘I’ll throw in a smiley face.’


To get rid of him, Amaka glanced down at the remaining dashes and hazarded five more letters. All but one was wrong. She’d lost.


‘Phuket? That’s the answer? What does Phuket have to do with a mountain and a jewel?’


‘That’s what “Phuket” means. Mountain jewel.’ Rohit laughed. He cleared their cups and put them in the dishwasher. ‘I very much look forward to our heart-to-heart after lunch.’


He smiled broadly, tapping his watch as he pushed open the kitchen door and walked out.


Relieved to finally be on her own, Amaka read the rest of Lani’s profile, then scrolled back to the top to tether the glowing work history to his face.


‘OK, I’m not going to lie. This guy’s CV is on point’, she said. ‘I don’t know any of the firms, but these are some serious awards. He’s worked in Geneva, London and Paris. He’s interned at the International Chamber of Commerce Lagos, and there are all these links to arbitration articles he’s published. Plus, he went to Cambridge . . .’


Dara snapped. ‘So what? I went to Ox—’


‘Calm down, I know. I’m just saying he’s definitely qualified. So at least you know he actually deserves to be hired’, Amaka reasoned.


‘I don’t care if he deserves it or not!’ Dara hissed. ‘He doesn’t have any Asia experience and Ian already has a senior associate. He hired me on false pretences, worked me like a beast for six years and now he’s screwed me over!’


She heard Dara take a deep breath. ‘Yes, he’s qualified. He’s assisted on disputes. Well, so have I. Fine, he’s got the Africa experience, but I’ve worked with every single one of Ian’s Japanese clients for years. I know the Japanese inside and out!’


‘Your boss told you he was retiring and that he wanted you to take over his practice, right?’


‘Well, he didn’t use those words . . .’


‘Yes, of course, no one says it like that, but you know what I mean. You told me he’s been preparing you.’


‘Yes. Yes.’ Dara was more definitive now. ‘He made it clear. Everyone knew. And he’s two years past the normal age of retirement. But then, the day after the rugby match, he says the Hakida case is too big for one person to handle with the other disputes he still has going on, and that it looks good for his practice if he has enough work to keep two senior associates busy. It’s a perfectly believable reason, but he’s lying.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because he’s scared. He’s scared of retiring, so he’s delaying it. He’s spent his whole life building his practice and he’s terrified of walking away. He’s nothing without this place. Either that or he just doesn’t think I’m good enough’, Dara muttered.


‘Wow, the mind games at your firm are on a different level’, Amaka exhaled. ‘In Nigeria, the boss either never retires or brings in his niece or nephew to replace him, one “I-just-got-back” who’s supposed to have more common sense than locals because white people marked their book.’


Amaka cringed, making a face at her own words. Dara was exactly the type of Nigerian who would have replaced her back home.


‘Well, I wouldn’t just take someone’s job if they’d been promised it’, Dara replied testily. ‘And I don’t have a rich uncle “back home” who can set me up like that. I’ve worked my arse off for this.’


‘No, I didn’t mean you. I’m just saying – it’s the same type of competition everywhere. Your boss is just being sneaky about it’, Amaka backpedalled. ‘The problem, Dara, is you want to be a partner, but you want them to like you. You want respect but you want to be nice. You need to stop caring what these people think. I mean, how many black partners are there in your firm? In all the different branches, I mean?’


‘Two.’


‘Two? In how many offices?’


‘Nineteen. One on almost every continent.’


‘Chineke, these people . . .’


‘I know. This whole situation is so embarrassing. Of course there are lots of qualified black lawyers Ian could have hired, but this is so suspicious’, Dara complained. ‘At the law firm where I worked as a paralegal after law school, I hardly saw a black face, apart from the security guard and the law librarian. Now Ian, an equity partner who has never made anyone up in over thirty years of practice, hires two black lawyers and puts them on the same team, less than a year from retirement?’


‘Very suspicious. And the fact that you’re both Oxbridge . . . people like to lie to themselves about diversity, sha’, Amaka mused. ‘Don’t you think it’s also a little fucked up, two Nigerian lawyers working in an English firm, helping Japanese clients beat an African government that’s trying to screw over its own people?’


‘I have a pounding headache’, Dara sighed.


‘When does this guy start?’ Amaka asked.


‘Two weeks’, Dara replied.


‘Two weeks?! How did they move so fast?’


‘I know. I can’t believe he got his employment pass so quickly’, Dara griped. ‘Anything can happen between getting an offer and sorting out the paperwork here.’


Amaka hesitated before speaking. ‘Unless your boss found him months ago.’


There was silence on the other end.


‘Look, forget this Ian-joker. You’ve got two options. You sharpen your game and do a better job than this new guy, or you find something on him. Do you get me?’


‘Like what?’


‘Anything. Mess him up. Pull some Machiavellian shit. Isn’t that what lawyers do? Dig up some dirt.’


‘This isn’t a Tyler Perry film, Amaka’, Dara sighed.


‘You need to get out there and annihilate the competition o, not hide at home like you’ve already lost the fight.’


‘I’m not hiding at home . . .’


‘You know what?’ Amaka interrupted. ‘We’ve got a book club meeting next week. Why don’t you come? It’ll take your mind off work, and we can strategise.’


Dara made a very unenthusiastic noise. ‘Amaka, I read all day for a living. Reading a book is the last thing I want to do in my free time.’


‘You don’t need to read it. Just come and hang out, and if you like it, you can join properly.’


‘What’s the book?’


‘Purple Hibiscus. And at the start of each meeting, we discuss what we want to read next, so you can add your own choice or, you know, just go with the flow.’


‘Fine. Where’s it going to be?’


‘This American’s girl’s place. She just joined and it will be her first meeting, too. I’ll send you the address.’


They hung up and Amaka leaned back in her chair. She traced a finger on a half-circle coffee stain left on the table and listened to the rising din of the office on the brink of breaking for lunch, wishing she could fix her own problems as easily as she could fix her friend’s. Despite being three years younger, Amaka knew she was more confident, pragmatic and single-minded than Dara, but there were some issues that required a softer, diplomatic touch.


Absent-mindedly, she picked up her phone to check how long her new shoes would take to arrive and found herself staring back into Lani’s eyes. She minimised the window quickly, feeling both guilty and foolish at the rush of arousal that lingered long after she got back to her desk. She watched Rohit unwrap another bar.










Lillian



‘How long have you lived in Singapore?’ Lillian read slowly, her index finger trailing each word on her student’s ‘About Me’ worksheet.


‘How long have you lived in Singapore?’ The gum in Irina’s mouth and her Russian accent thickened her words.


‘You answer first and then you ask me.’ Lillian smiled tightly, trying to ignore the snap of the girl’s jaws and the crackle of the bursting air bubbles. It was virtually impossible to buy gum in the country, so Irina must have smuggled it in.


One-to-one tuition lessons were her least favourite to teach because most of the students who could afford them were learning Business English, so the content was dry and the vocabulary tricky to explain, but Irina was an entertaining anomaly. This was their first session, and the contrast between teacher and student was heightened in the small, hot cubicle. Lillian was petite and bird-like, dwarfed by Irina’s energy and height; her stone-coloured linen dress was a blank wall next to Irina’s denim playsuit with its exaggerated ruffles decorating the bosom. Lillian wore no jewellery except for a second-hand Omega wristwatch and her gold wedding ring; Irina’s wrists were stacked with rows of chunky bracelets that matched her rings, and a clover-shaped pendant sat at her throat. Lillian’s twists were pinned up; Irina’s blanket of brown hair was continuously tossed over her shoulder, long strands shedding all over her chair.


‘I live here just three months – I hate it’, Irina huffed. ‘My boyfriend work all the time. It so boring. He tell me everyone speak English here, but no one speak English.’


‘Really? Most people speak English here.’


‘Not English-English. You American right? A-ju . . .’ Irina squinted as she tried to recall Lillian’s surname.


‘Ajuwa. OK, let’s get back to the present perfect—’


‘It’s so interesting . . . where it’s from?’


NIGERIA.


‘New Orleans. It’s Creole.’ Lillian’s well-rehearsed lie always made her wonder if her parents were turning in their weed-covered graves.


She changed the topic quickly. ‘What does your boyfriend do?’


‘He’s regional manager, so he travel all the time.’ Irina sounded bored. ‘When he tell me, I think “wow”. But I don’t know what’s “region”. Now I know it’s whole bloody Asia, so he travel, travel, travel.’


‘And how long have you been together?’ Lillian interlaced her fingers to mime togetherness.


‘More than one year, but I think I break up.’ Irina picked up her worksheet, then looked at Lillian with curiosity.


‘How long you been marry?’ She pointed an acrylic nail at Lillian’s wedding ring.


‘How long have you been married?’ Lillian corrected her, moving her hands under the table. ‘Just over three years.’


After a short pause, in which Irina mouthed the new phrase ‘just over’ and waited for more information, Lillian reluctantly continued.


‘We got married just before we moved here.’


Irina’s eyes widened deliciously. ‘So you don’t want marry? He have money?’


‘No . . . I mean yes, he does, and I did want to get married.’ Lillian was starting to feel uncomfortable now. She’d only agreed to work a full shift on Saturdays to get out of the house and avoid having to take a tense taxi ride to her fortnightly marriage counselling with Warren. Now it felt like the therapy session had started early. She had a long day ahead, and it wouldn’t end until late in the evening, when at least five strangers would descend on her home for the book club. Things with Warren had begun to get strained at Christmas, when Lillian had gone to the American Club’s Winter Fair. There, she’d met LeToya, an animated African American woman with an impressive pineapple bun and way with words, who’d strongarmed her into joining a black women’s book group. When she found out Lillian lived so centrally, she’d subsequently convinced her to host. It was too late to back out now, but it was a crappy day to have to rehash her life choices with a bored, nosy student, brave through another brutally honest counselling session and then chitchat with women she didn’t know.


‘We moved quickly so we could get our paperwork done here. Let’s get back to the questions. How long have you been learning English?’


Irina shrugged. ‘Long time. How long have you teach English for?’


‘Taught.’


‘Taught.’


‘A year.’ Lillian suppressed the urge to check the time on her watch.


‘But before that . . . ?’ Irina grinned and mimed two hands playing an invisible piano.


Lillian stiffened. ‘How did you know that?’


‘I google you! You very good. I hate this type classic music – it’s for the old people, except when they mix with rap, you know? Me, I like trap. You like trap? My boyfriend so old, he have no idea . . .’


‘Why don’t we do a listening exercise?’ Lillian reached for the old-fashioned stereo player and snapped in a CD.
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The foyer was filled with students chatting on their phones, making plans for the rest of their weekends. Lillian slipped behind the reception desk into the large office where teachers and administrative staff were leaving for lunch. She took her Tupperware from the fridge and waited for her lunch of leftover noodle soup to warm in the school’s tiny kitchen. She watched the lunchtime exodus, listening to smatterings of American slang, Mandarin and Malay, feeling, as always, like an outsider. The Mandarin teachers were young women in pinafore-style dresses and platform wedges, and the English teachers were a mix of Americans, Canadians and Brits – mostly young men who shared apartments, travelled around Asia by road and were not averse to dating the more liberal of their students. The one thing they had in common was that they were all broke. The language school paid so badly that everyone bought their lunch in greasy basement food courts where they could get hot meals for three dollars and local green vegetables like kai lan and bok choy for an extra, decadent dollar. There was a gulf between the full-time teachers and her fellow part-timers, who were all wives – or trailing spouses as they were derogatively known – looking for a reason to get out of the house and make some pocket money. Like her, they had paid the expensive tuition fees to qualify as English-as-a-foreign-language teachers in Singapore, but Lillian felt she had as little in common with them as she did the full-timers. Even though she had technically ‘trailed’ behind Warren’s career in coming to Singapore, nothing about the wives’ budgets or lifestyles felt familiar to her. This, she realised, might have been different if she’d had children. They all did; she didn’t.


All at once, it was still. Lillian carried her soup back through the quiet office, the peal of the phone at reception ringing then cutting off. Smiling at the tax accountant on the administration side of the office, she sat and ate her lunch, the only other person on the teacher side.


She scrolled through her messages before opening the book club WhatsApp group she’d just been invited to join. She was trying to lean into her old performance trick, reminding herself that anxiety and excitement affected her body in the same way, so all she had to do was trick her mind into thinking she was feeling anticipation rather than dread.


As she replied to a question about a parking space from a girl named Kike, who ended every sentence and question with an exclamation mark, she heard the unmistakable clomp of the principal’s footsteps: Marigold. Shit.


‘Hi, Lillian. How was this morning?’ Both the question and her smile were benign, but Lillian had been working at SpeakNow! long enough to know when her words were being measured and assessed.


‘Great. My classes were fine.’ Lillian let her phone rest face-down on her knee.


It was easy to be fooled by Marigold’s softness – Lillian had been when she’d first started. In her early fifties, short, with a low haircut and faded sides, Marigold was always dressed in black trousers and a blouse that matched her dove-grey pearl studs. Someone’s grandma, Lillian had thought the first day they’d met, but the ruthlessness with which Marigold let teachers go and stonewalled their requests for time off and flexible timetables made it clear that most of the unrest among the staff started and ended with her. The only thing the school was interested in was money: they crammed students into classes with overworked, underpaid teachers who had to purchase stationery once their quota was used up, and printing was strictly regulated. But what the staff hated most was the lack of quality control. It didn’t matter how a student performed or if they were ready – they were all graduated to the next level at the end of each session, a decision that delighted their adult learners.


‘There’s a potential new student here interested in signing up for Japanese lessons. I know it’s your lunch, but could you give him a little tour of the facilities? Answer his questions about the classes?’ Marigold asked.


‘I don’t know anything about the Japanese course’, Lillian answered. ‘The teachers will be back soon. Maybe he could wait?’


‘He’s interested in signing up for our twelve-week business course. I don’t want to keep him waiting.’ Marigold’s smile stayed in place, but her hands interlaced in expectation.


‘I’m sorry’, she squirmed. ‘But it’s a really short break before my classes start again . . .’


Marigold blinked, her eyes and face widening a fraction.


‘Of course, take your lunch.’ She nodded and angled her body away. ‘I’ll take care of him.’


There was a burst of laughter from reception – Alima, the receptionist, must have returned from lunch – and then a man’s warm, low voice, catching the end of Alima’s sentences.


Lillian’s head cocked to one side, as though a high-wave frequency had been turned on.


‘It’s fine.’ She rose. Giving up ten minutes of her lunch break to stay on Marigold’s good side was a small price to pay. ‘I can show him around.’


‘Thank you.’ Marigold stepped back with a smile, then leaned forward to whisper. ‘He’s very handsome.’


Lillian walked out from behind the reception desk and Alima, dressed in a pink hijab with a brooch pinned to her shoulder, waved her closer.


‘This is one of our teachers, Ms Lillian.’ Alima announced her with more enthusiasm than Lillian had ever experienced before.


A tall black man in a denim shirt over a white T-shirt and jeans stood on the other side of the reception desk, holding the school brochure.


‘Hi. I’d like to sign up for the Japanese evening course, but I’m guessing you don’t teach Japanese? I might be wrong.’ He smiled and his dimples pushed his cheeks back, turning the sharp angles soft, creasing the lines on either side of his nose so his glasses slid down.


Lillian swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. She stared at his face, his eyes and beard, the impossibility of the resemblance – she was seeing the angles of her father’s cheeks, the curve of his head, the wideness of his mouth. Even the man’s voice, the deep, mineral timbre of it, carried traces of something she hadn’t heard since she was a child.


‘Do you . . . teach Japanese?’ he asked, hesitantly.


British. He was British. The accent was wrong.


‘Yes – I mean no.’ She had to snap herself out of it. ‘Sorry. We do teach Japanese, but I don’t. Um, yes, I can show you around and . . . the structure of the courses are all the same, so I can help a little if you . . . are you going to be working in Japan?’


‘I just moved to Singapore actually, but I think I’m going to need it for work. My law firm has quite a bit of business in Japan. There’s no time pressure or anything. I just got here and I’m still jet-lagged!’ he laughed. ‘But I’d like some conversational Japanese, maybe a business course at some point.’


She watched his mouth move, catching every other word.


‘I explained that the evening courses are twice a week – the business course, too – and that we also offer intensive courses’, Alima said.


‘Yes, the evening courses are twice a week, but we offer intensive courses, too’, Lillian parroted, transfixed. ‘I’m Lillian.’


She held out her hand. The man with her dead father’s face took it.


‘Lani. Lovely to meet you.’


[image: illustration]


Lillian sat in her marriage counsellor’s office, oblivious to the soft carpet that swallowed her toes. A thick bouquet of cedar and jasmine lingered on her clothes, the worn desk, the framed pictures and abstract lamps and ornaments that looked like treasured pieces salvaged from around the world. Whenever Lillian arrived early, she would drift around the reception, hastily replacing a frame or candle when Dr Geraldine Oh’s door tinkled open behind her. But today, they were all invisible to her. She’d done the long, hot walk from Orchard to Dempsey, distracted and inattentive, barely noticing the field of schoolboys warming up for their football game, the Anglican Church guarding the roundabout or the parents dropping their children off at weekend tuition classes behind the Dempsey cafés. Normally she was glad there was never any music in Dr Geraldine’s reception – she’d stopped listening to music for pleasure when she’d moved to Singapore; the first thing she did when she entered a taxi was ask the driver to switch off the radio – but today she’d been desperate for something to take her mind off the man she’d just met. Now, she sat on the therapist’s couch, biting a nail, trying to re-engage with the conversation happening around her.


This was only their third appointment, but she and Warren had been given homework to share their grievances and the causes of their resentments. Warren was going first.


‘The first year we moved here, we agreed we’d have a settling-in period, you know? So she could find her feet.’ Warren’s arms leaned on his knees.


Lillian realised that the shaking beneath her was him shifting his weight, jerking or tapping a limb with every other word.


‘By the second year, I wanted her to explore the music scene here, try to see if she could play solo concerts or be a part of an orchestra, like she used to. I looked for music academies where she could teach, I – I tried to organise a venue for her to play at. I even asked friends if they had kids who wanted to learn the piano.’ Warren’s frustration intensified his Southern accent.


‘Then someone told us there were schools looking for native English teachers – that there was a high demand. So I paid for her to train up – it was pretty expensive, I might add – and we got lucky. She got a job and she’s teaching now, which is great and everything, but I just don’t understand why we shipped that damn piano ten thousand miles for no reason, and why we tune it so damn much when she doesn’t play!’


‘OK.’ Dr Geraldine halted him. She sat a few feet away, hands in her lap, sitting so still even her horn-rimmed glasses seemed to be listening. ‘I can see it’s been a frustrating journey, not without its obstacles, and what I’m hearing you say is that you’ve put a lot of time and energy and money into supporting Lillian and trying to find a way for her to make a life for herself here.’
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