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For my husband – he’s the answer to the question.
And for everyone in my life whose love fuels me.
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Introduction


‘Who’s loving you?’ I never really considered this spirited demand sung by ’90s R’n’B group En Vogue while I tried to emulate their sweet harmonies as a teenager – or even the bygone, innocent clarity of Michael Jackson, backed by his brothers, when they initially asked it decades earlier. The answer was, of course, nobody much at that age, for all my interest in the idea of romance.


But between the pages of my beloved books, it soon became apparent that neither the tales of high school romantic woe, nor the sexy bonkbusters I’d eye curiously on the shelves (OK, and sneakily read), nor even those sophisticated, classically revered literary tales of love and honour, featured any people who looked like me. What did that mean? How did that condition young Black girls like me, or any people of colour at that impressionable age, to think about who society deemed ‘deserving’ of that elusive, fizzy feeling, those butterflies, that heartache? Was love and desire not for us?


The first time I can remember seeing protagonists that I could truly relate to, and who were engaging in that coveted act of falling in love, it wasn’t in the pages of a book at all. It was in a film – and an American film, at that. As I grew into adulthood, it almost became expected. Finding fiction that portrayed the most essential of all human emotions – love – or that most intimate of human interactions – sex – featuring characters whose experiences reflected my own as a Black British woman, was going to be nigh on impossible.


As these narratives didn’t seem readily available, I started to consider putting finger to keyboard myself. They began as stories for nobody in particular, then I progressed to writing short fictions for university professors to praise or critique and later, stop-start attempts at larger projects. But suddenly, there it was: I was given the opportunity to become a published author. Commissioned to write a number of erotic shorts, and then a novella in the same genre, I was finally on my way to establishing myself as an author. My main brief was to make the stories appeal to women aged 18–35, but, if I’m truly honest, my initial concern was that this audience wouldn’t want to see people like myself portrayed within them. Through the fiction I’d consumed up until then, I’d been conditioned to think of the readers of romantic or sexy stories as a certain demographic, and wanting only to consume a homogeneous, singular representation. Would they want to read what I wanted to write?


Of course, as time has gone on, I’ve shaken off the shackles of such concerns. I portray love and desire between a variety of characters in my writing – people who look like me, and whose world view is similar to my own, or in some cases not. However – and this should be obvious, but – human beings of all kinds fall in love, and have desire, and heartache, and heartbreak. It’s vital that we get to see one another in this sometimes fire-hot, sometimes soul-warming, sometimes icily-devastating light. It is vital that we see ourselves portrayed in this way. Seeing love of all kinds represented fully, in art as in life, allows us to relate on a level that can be dangerous when lacking.


Romantic stories work on a special alchemy. They tap into something that is totally outside of any other human experience. Experiencing love and heartache vicariously through the pages of a story, over and over again, is a feeling like no other. We may not know what it’s like to fly a spaceship, or commit a murder, or hike across the wilderness when we read about such things – but we understand love and desire, whether we’ve actually experienced it or not. The feeling of craving it, of being in it, of having lost it; these feelings are inherent to our humanity. Love is inside us – all of us.


I conceived this anthology as a way to create space for British women of colour to write about romantic love in its many guises, for all of us to read, experience and relish. I’ve chosen this group of incredible authors, some of the very best working today, for their unique ability to delve into the emotional landscapes of their characters. It is my honour to be among them, and to create a showcase for a collection of stories imbued with love and romance. Who’s loving us? Let us show you…


Sareeta Domingo




THE WATCHERS


Kelechi Okafor


PROLOGUE


In the sliver of space between this world and the next, we the Watchers reside. Our purpose is simple: to guide the souls we are assigned in the task they chose when they were formless orbs of light.


There are many times we have looked on as you humans (or, as we know you, ‘the Watched’) have described an experience as a mere coincidence, instead of accepting that there is a particular path you are on. Those gentle nudges are our way of reminding you of that which you never wanted to forget.


We can only help so much, because ultimately whether Watcher or Watched, we are all an aspect of the divine and must be allowed to express that divinity in the way we choose. We slip between time and galaxies, simultan­eously observing all that has been, all that is and all that will be. Time is only a suggestion and yet I have watched as so many of you enter a world only to obsess over this measure of your own making. The Watched return eventually and are reminded that what seemed like a lifetime barely amounted to a moment here.


Returning to this place that is really no place while being every place, is a chance to reflect on the lessons garnered on the earth, and to plan which lessons still need exploration until the time comes when all the lessons have been mastered.


The Watched tell themselves that ‘Time is the best healer’ but what they truly mean is that love is the best healer. Time cowers in the face of love’s many manifest­ations. In this realm, the Watched decide on a theme of love they want to explore in various lifetimes. The soul remembers the task, but once the Watched enter into a human form, they go through the forgetting which is necessary at the beginning of each lifetime. The Watched are always aware that they will forget once they enter the earthly realm, so they chart reminders in their human lives just in case they were to ever lose their way. It sounds simple enough, until the Watched enter into a world where so many obstacles have been put in place, some by those higher than us and some by those who are not, to test their will and power to love against all odds.


Many of the Watched tire quickly when they feel that they have very little control over the life they chose – but then there are others, like Chinonso and Ndidi, who persevere lifetime after lifetime.


They meet in each human stint having no memory of the other meetings, only a vague yet visceral sense of having met before. I must make it known to you at this point, dear honorary Watcher, that this isn’t a love story of the sort the Watched seem to spend an amusing amount of their lives chasing. This love is not propelled by flimsy romance. Instead it is spurred on by the unwavering desire to evolve into one’s highest self while in human form. In other pairings between two beings of light – or twin flames, as they are commonly known – there is an alternation between who remembers something of the task both beings agreed to complete. The being who remembers will usually be the chaser, the one tasked with helping the other to acknowledge something greater than the human flesh they now inhabit. The other, being the runner, will avoid the intensity of the calling for a number of earthly reasons. Between these two, though, it seems that Chinonso has taken on the role of chaser for many lifetimes, which isn’t to indicate Ndidi loves less, because in fact her devotion to being human helps them both to grow in their understanding of humanity …


CHINONSO AND NDIDI


Today I watch Ndidi teeter in the heels she debated over wearing, while cocooned in her sanitation pod and navigating it on a cobbled pavement by Albert Docks. The pods were interesting inventions and still needed a lot of work, but in a world where the fear of pandemics had taken hold, government-issued sanitation pods had become the norm when out in public. Made from self-sterilising thin plastic, the pods would enclose the individual, allowing for normal range of movement while limiting contact with others.


I catch the ‘fucking hell’ Ndidi mutters under her breath as her ankles momentarily wobble in the pod because of the uneven ground, and maybe the weight of her expectations of the evening ahead. ‘Who the fuck chooses a slavery museum for a first date?’ I hear her think to herself. Chinonso is the who.


Chinonso loads his phone screen onto his pod to see if an ‘almost there!’ text has been sent by Ndidi. Nothing. He would usually be annoyed by this lack of an update but on this occasion it makes him smile. He likes that this woman he is about to meet seems to care very little about explaining herself and just seems to dance to her own tune.


‘Nonso?’ is what he hears that causes him to turn around and look straight into the face of Ndidi.


‘Ah! Didi, hey!’


A thick Liverpudlian accent cascades out of Ndidi’s mouth as she smilingly says,


‘I told you not to call me that, professor boy, it means nowt. You of all people should know that you don’t fuck around with Igbo names – they have meanings, you know. I noticed in the app that you shortened your name, but I won’t be joining you in such rebellious behaviour.’


I look on at them meeting for the first time again and notice as always the way time bends to allow a brief instant of knowing. They both feel it but laugh it off as first-date jitters.


‘I’m very happy for you to still call me Nonso …’ he teases. They both laugh, while taking each other in. They’ve sent so many messages to each other on the dating app that they mistake the pre-existing deep connection with one another for merely feeling comfortable from such long conversations. Swiping on a person’s picture on a dating app had become mechanical for the two of them, so it is a relief they cherish to have found someone that feels different to all the other dates they have been on. A brief silence is Ndidi’s prompt to say what has been on her mind.


‘Not being rude or nothin’, but a slavery museum for the first date? I know I agreed but fucking hell, it’s intense, innit?’


Chinonso worries for a moment that he might sound weird for admitting how he had come to decide on the venue of their date, but decides to be brave, as something tells him that he will be safe here.


‘I actually had a dream about you before—’


Ndidi interjects, ‘Oh come off it! A dream! About me! Do you use that line on all the girls then?!’


Chinonso continues, sensing that somewhere in her tone Ndidi believes him.


‘Before seeing you on the app, I had a dream where you turned to say something to me and it was in front of one of the displays at this museum.’


Curious, Ndidi asks, ‘What did I say? And was I dressed like this?’


With the courage fleeting now, Chinonso smirks, ‘I’ll let you know when you say it. As for what you were wearing, I can’t remember. But the shoes looked more comfortable.’


Ndidi is surprised by her own laughter at the cheeky joke.


‘The museum will close soon, so why don’t we go in and I can show you the things I find most fascinating here, then dinner after?’ Chinonso feigns confidence as he states this because it is unlike any other date he has been on. Usually it would be a coffee and a chat or drinks mixed with a fun night and mundane texts thereafter.


Chinonso’s decision to move to Liverpool from London so he could teach Postcolonial Studies seemed very random to everyone who knew him, but, as he explained to them all, once he had seen the job vacancy, a gut feeling led him to apply. As you, honorary Watcher, are beginning to learn, nothing is really by chance. From Chinonso’s father in Nigeria being an avid Liverpool FC supporter, to the ‘visit Liverpool’ billboards Chinonso kept noticing when he was out and about. Everything delicately placed and carefully planned so this moment could happen. This moment where they would both make the choice to pursue their task in this life or not. It would seem rather peculiar to someone unfamiliar with fate and free will as to how these seemingly opposing systems could coexist, but the truth is that they were and always will be one. Chinonso and Ndidi haven’t always decided to exist in the same lifetime as each other. It has happened in a few lives where one of these flames has decided to rest and simply ruminate on every lived experience or has chosen a different galaxy completely. What usually happens is that they spend these lives learning something unique to them about the nature of humans and love while feeling a lifelong yearning for another soul that they can’t quite place. That isn’t to say that they aren’t happy in these lifetimes, because they are, sometimes even happier than the lives where they do meet. The only defining factor is that desire for another, yet not knowing who exactly it is.


‘She’s cute!’ Ndidi points at a projected painting.


‘That is Queen Nzinga. She ruled in the seventeenth century and actively resisted the transatlantic slave trade,’ Chinonso shares almost automatically.


In the aftermath of the virus, all museums were forced to store artefacts in airtight vaults, and present the public with holograms of these artefacts instead, but despite this, Chinonso still knew of these African histories so deeply and couldn’t quite fathom why he was so attached to learning and feeling as much as he was.


‘I would’ve been like her, I think,’ Ndidi says as she looks at the painting intently. ‘I would’ve told ’em, “You want to enslave somebody, do you?! Well come and enslave this, you knobheads!” And I would’ve cut their balls off.’


It is maybe her matter-of-fact way of saying what she would’ve done that makes Chinonso laugh – the type of laughter that breaks one’s heart open.


‘That is extremely graphic! Should I be scared?!’ Chinonso says as he wipes the tears of laughter from the corners of his eyes.


Ndidi chides, ‘You’re making people look at us weird because we’re laughing in a slavery museum!’ But secretly she is happy that her no-nonsense manner of talking seems to enamour Chinonso. She is used to men being rather wary of her fire and trying their best to dampen her spirits by encouraging her to be more ‘ladylike’; hence the heels on the first date.


‘This was the moment, by the way,’ Chinonso mutters shyly. This was indeed the moment he had seen in his dream, almost like déjà vu. Ndidi saying she would’ve been like Queen Nzinga and not realising just how much she had shared that spirit in another life.


Our role as Watchers requires an extensive knowledge of our Watched, so I remember the time well when Ndidi and Chinonso met as the slave ships arrived more frequently on the shores of Bonny, Nigeria.


It was 1756 and Ndidi’s father, Chief Damieibi, saw it fitting to ensure the Portuguese traders knew of his daughter’s beauty. He would’ve been elated that she marry someone capable of strengthening the family’s reputation in the kingdom. Chinonso’s family were newly converted Christians who had departed from their indigenous religion of Ijaw.


Their meeting in this lifetime was in a bustling marketplace where Chinonso sold his woodcarvings of ancient deities, much to the disapproval of his mother, who desperately wanted him to be more enthusiastic about their new Christian way of life.


Ndidi had been ordered by her father to show Pedro, one of the highly regarded new merchants, their beautiful town. Ndidi very much enjoyed the attention of this exotic-looking man, but couldn’t help being repulsed by the trading of people who looked like herself. She understood, though, that her family’s reputation and affluence couldn’t rely on hereditary chieftaincies alone.


‘This is very fine wood. It reminds me of your skin.’ Pedro smiled as he looked at Chinonso’s sculptures. Glad to have some interest in his work but understanding very little of what Pedro was saying, Chinonso began to explain to Ndidi about the deity known as Egbesu, who oversaw warfare. Chinonso didn’t get much further, though, as Ndidi’s eyes caught his and time waned and twisted.


In that split second, I saw them both forget Pedro’s presence as well as the noise of the marketplace.


It wasn’t about beauty here, dear honorary Watcher. What they both felt was the burning of meeting a kindred soul whom they had been searching for without ever realising that they were doing so.


Pedro asked how much for the mini carved god, and before Chinonso could answer, Ndidi stated a price four times more than Chinonso would’ve asked for. In that gesture he decided that he loved her and would spend his life doing so, regardless of their differing status within the kingdom. A trivial reason to decide to love someone, you might say, but these two souls never needed much of a reason to love. Watching the different moments when either of the two decide in each lifetime to love the other is always endearing to witness. It takes a brave soul to choose love, which is why so many of your kind prefer to believe that they merely fall into love as a shield from all the other sometimes painful choices that come along with it.


It was a surprise to Chinonso when, the next week, Ndidi appeared at his stall again as he was packing up for the day. Her father, Damieibi, would usually ensure that she was accompanied by a guard, but on this day she had fabricated a vague friend whom she needed to meet for ceremonial dance performance practice. Damieibi had chosen not to remarry after Ndidi’s mother passed away when giving birth to Ndidi’s younger brother, so he was perfectly oblivious to the fact that generally ceremonial dance practices only began three months prior to the event, not seven months before!


‘Hello, woodcarver.’


‘Hello, chief’s daughter.’


They both smiled at the feigned formality and began walking alongside each other without a destination in mind.


‘I hope you haven’t spent all the money I negotiated for you last week. Maybe you will buy me an orange from this seller.’ Ndidi was teasing but was touched at Chinonso’s instant indignation at being in any way irresponsible with money.


‘I would love to buy you an orange but I gave the money to my parents. They still see it as dirty spirit money, but even dirty spirit money can pay for our home, so they accepted.’ Chinonso was quite unsure as to why he was explaining all of this to somebody he had only said a few words to the week before, but of course, we know that his soul understood Ndidi’s soul and would always remember her.


‘It is funny, isn’t it? Since they brought us this god of theirs, who is meant to give us so much when we die, we keep having less and less while we are alive.’ Ndidi surprised herself with this observation as she wouldn’t have dared to say anything similar if her father were nearby.


‘I’m surprised you feel that way, as you seemed rather enthusiastic when you were showing the foreigner around last time.’


‘So I shouldn’t have shown him around and my father should lose business, and I should end up having to join you in selling pieces of wood in the marketplace?’ Ndidi was curter in her response than she had hoped to be, but looking over at Chinonso as they walked to nowhere in particular, she was comforted by the fact that he didn’t seem offended by her comment. Chinonso indeed wasn’t offended because he was too engrossed in this new feeling that he was experiencing because of her presence, which he could only describe to himself as a sweet pain.


I hovered by them as they chose a bench to sit on where the roadside met some woodland. Ndidi looked up at the majesty of the trees and recognised deep within herself that, without saying much, they had both decided to be like this together always.


Ndidi continued to meet Chinonso as he closed his stall every week even after the annual town ceremony had passed and thus the ceremonial dance practice should’ve ceased. Damieibi had gotten wind of Ndidi’s meetings through one of his guards, and saw no real harm in them since Chinonso and Ndidi only ever seemed to sit on a rickety bench and talk until sunset.


Unfortunately, he had failed to remember that love doesn’t require grand outings and such in order to grow. It is the very reason he had chosen to not take another wife after Ndidi’s mother: when he was a boisterous aspiring businessman carrying yam around for his father, his wife had believed in him always. His love for her continued for his entire life and he wouldn’t have had it any other way.


Pedro had taken a strong liking to Ndidi and had attempted a few times to talk to Damieibi about what a great business opportunity it would be for them both if he were to marry Ndidi. Of course, Ndidi’s father saw this opportunity too, but couldn’t ignore the ever so slight way Ndidi would recoil whenever Pedro made any gesture in her direction.


Damieibi had hardened himself over time to the selling of people because, as his father had told him, ‘Yam is something we can only sell with the season. These devils will continue coming and taking our people. The sooner we have some control of the situation, the easier it will be to keep the devils at bay.’ Somehow the ever-looming prospect of his own daughter marrying into such an industry softened the hardness he thought he had done well to build over the years. If these merchants were in fact devils, would that make Ndidi a sacrifice if he were to allow a marriage to go ahead? These were questions that plagued Damieibi and they wouldn’t cease until his last earthly breath.


As they sat on the rickety bench under the majestic trees as they had done many times before, not realising it would be the last time they would ever see each other in this lifetime, Ndidi told Chinonso of the plans her father and Pedro were making for marriage. I felt the pain in Chinonso’s heart as he realised that he would need to do something lest he lose Ndidi forever.


‘We can leave.’


‘What?’


‘We can leave here together. I can find a way to send my parents money that I make from my sculptures and I will take on other work to provide for us both. I know you will not have all the wonderful materials and jewellery you are used to now, but I will do my best to give you something.’


Ndidi wanted to think the idea was ridiculous and to believe that she couldn’t live without the fine world her father had provided for her, but Chinonso’s face gave her every reassurance that they would have more than enough, because they had each other.


‘Maybe we don’t have to run away. Maybe I can tell my father about us and he can find some extra employment for you.’ The two flames hugged tightly and the celestial sparks that they could not see, but felt, danced around the two of them and ascended past me and into the heavens to mark their place in that lifetime.


And so it was that Ndidi told her father of the love she felt for Chinonso and her hope that her father might allow for them to be together. Ndidi’s father was so taken aback by the courage of his daughter’s request that he, too, felt bold enough to approach Pedro about calling off plans they had been making regarding Ndidi’s hand in marriage.


One of the lessons we Watchers learn about humankind in every time’s timeline is that their capacity for good far exceeds their capacity to do unkind things, yet, oftentimes it is the unkind things that people seem to focus on the most.


Pedro was a businessman first and foremost, and he considered the months of conversations he’d had with Ndidi’s father as a negotiating of terms for an otherwise done deal.


He had arrived from Portugal pleasantly surprised at the beauty of this West African land and the intelligence of its people, but that did not mean he thought them equal to himself in the slightest. He was well aware of the intricate systems they had in place and the knowledge they possessed that far exceeded his own, but nothing could shift his perception that they were savage and that he had done well to engage with them amicably for this long. Pedro had already written ahead to King José to tell him of the pretty African girl he had secured to strengthen his trades deals with the locals.


I tell you all of this, honorary Watcher, so you understand that when Ndidi’s father explained to Pedro that they could not go ahead with their deal because his daughter had already chosen a lover, he was met with rage.


It confirmed everything that Pedro had heard of these people, that they would be underhanded and sly in their business dealings. He had been told by other merchants that the best thing to do was to move with a firm and unrelenting hand, so the locals would understand where the power truly resided.


Pedro scoffed at the nonsensical love that was being positioned as an obstacle to his plans and so made it clear to Damieibi that if Ndidi did not accompany him on the ship and leave with him for the New World, he would take her woodcarving wretch of a lover instead. When Ndidi heard of this ultimatum and her father’s insistence that he would find some way to fight back and call upon the other chiefs in Bonny, she knew she had to do something to save her father, Chinonso and her home. For Damieibi to enter into a battle with this merchant would mean many of the Bonny people suffering in the process.


Ndidi decided that she would leave with Pedro, and she prayed deep down that some day she would return to Bonny to finally be with Chinonso.


Damieibi felt great sorrow at having to accept his daughter’s wish to go ahead with the marriage and to prepare to leave with Pedro within a couple of days. The great wedding ceremony he had imagined that would set him apart from all the other chiefs didn’t go ahead, and he wouldn’t have wanted it to, as the shame he felt at betraying his daughter was too much for him to bear.


Ndidi was beside herself that she could not find a way to let Chinonso know that she would have to leave at such short notice, but somehow she believed that she would one day return. She did return, many years later when the town she had known had changed into something quite different and her father had passed away and the trading of humans was even more aggressive with mounting British influence.


Pedro had gotten his way, yet the unkindness I spoke of can only be apparent to you, dear honorary Watcher, when you learn that he ordered his men to go in search of Chinonso and to find a way to abduct him. To think that a lowly woodcarver could’ve posed a potential hindrance to Pedro getting what he wanted in marrying Ndidi was enough to rouse the spiteful snake coiled within his soul. Pedro’s men found Chinonso in the nighttime, carving outside in his parents’ small compound while the rest of the family sang praise and songs of worship inside. Chinonso was loaded onto the ship that would take all those men who were bought and stolen from their homes across the Atlantic Ocean to be sold off into the unknown.


As Ndidi stepped on the ship with her heart in pieces, waving goodbye to her father, who was forever broken by the work of his own hands, she thought of Chinonso and his beautiful woodcarvings. Ndidi would only learn after departing Barbados, where Chinonso had been sold, that they had in fact been on the same ship for weeks, with Chinonso packed among many who had only just started the journey towards their misery and suffering.


Ndidi made no indication that she would seek revenge for what Pedro had done to Chinonso, but I would be with them both as Chinonso prayed to his deities and carved their images from bits of sugarcane shavings that he kept, and Ndidi prayed to the same deities for the strength to appear favourable to Pedro until the time was right to exact her vengeance. The deities looked upon them, as did I, and we all watched silently, knowing that the two were beings of light who would find a way to be together in another lifetime.


Years passed and Ndidi had become somewhat accustomed to the ways in Portugal, although many refused to grow accustomed to her. She tolerated Pedro’s affection, which was only dressed-up ownership. Eventually, she knew the day would come when he would venture back to Bonny again for more ‘stock’. Pedro had made quite an impression on the previous king of Portugal before his death because of Pedro’s initiative at having returned home with the daughter of one of the main tradesmen, thus keeping business thriving. Pedro relied on his company men to travel to Africa in his place, but having received news of Chief Damieibi’s passing, he had to return to Bonny to foster new relationships with the up-and-coming traders. For this reason alone, he allowed Ndidi to accompany him; not because it would mean so much to her to see her father’s grave, but simply because it would ease communication with the locals.


Chinonso, meanwhile, thousands of miles away in Barbados, being treated as less than human on the best days, still held onto a capacity for love. Eventually he married Ebiere. Chinonso had chosen Ebiere because she was a kind and funny woman who originated from a town not too far from his own in Nigeria. Although he cared for Ebiere very much, he would often think of Ndidi, praying that, wherever she was, she was being loved as much as he loved her.


Ndidi waited until the second night of her and Pedro’s arrival in Bonny to add poison to Pedro’s food. I looked on as Ndidi calmly placed the woodcarving of Egbesu, made by Chinonso all those years ago, over Pedro’s body as his life-force left him and she thanked the deities for bringing her this far, back to her own land, to rebalance the unfairness of fate. Ndidi gathered her belongings and we left in the dead of night, never to return to Bonny.


This is the reason that now, in the Museum of Slavery, Ndidi could recognise the bravery of Queen Nzinga – because, in another life, she too had fought in her own way against the tyranny of those who wanted to own those they could not be.


‘I have to say I’ve enjoyed walking around this museum with you, Nonso. You’ve mixed education with flirtation and I kinda dig it!’


Chinonso smiles broadly at the compliment. Time has passed by the two of them effortlessly in the museum and they both relish each other’s company. They walk closer together, at times their pods brush past each other and, although the pods feel rather clinical, they both still feel the sparks that I see dance between them and ascend into the heavens, marking their place in this lifetime.


‘Can I ask you something?’


Ndidi laughs. ‘You had better not be bloody asking me why I’m single, I hate that damn question!’


‘No! I wouldn’t dare ask that – it’s clear that it’s because you’ve been kicking men in their balls.’


They both laugh and Chinonso continues despite his nervousness at the intensity of the imminent question.


‘What do you think happens to love when people die?’


Surprisingly, Ndidi doesn’t resort to a witty deflection like she usually would. ‘I dunno, to be honest, I’m still waiting to really feel what love truly is, but my guess is that the love carries on. Kinda like a frequency, the energy just stays there for all of time. My grandma says she still feels my grandpa’s love and he isn’t here any more, so yeah, I guess the love stays because it doesn’t need a body to do so.’


Chinonso is stunned by the answer. ‘Maybe you should become a professor.’


‘Oh feck off!!!’


They continue to chat cheerily as they leave the museum and both look out over the docks.


‘Your turn: what do you think happens?’


Chinonso pauses before responding, ‘I think it’s similar to what you were saying, but I think the love keeps moving. It can’t really stay in one place because it has to find you in every lifetime.’


‘Wow, deep.’


Neither of them laughs this time, as an unexpected seriousness befalls the pair of them. It isn’t surprising to me, you understand, because this moment like many others has happened before. What both Chinonso and Ndidi are experiencing is a soul decision. It is that space in a human’s existence where they must make a choice while subconsciously remembering every time they have made a similar choice in other lives.


Whether Ndidi and Chinonso realise it or not, all the times they have loved and felt great pain as well as great joy is being remembered by their higher knowing, and they are making the decision whether to pursue a love in this lifetime or not. They are not to know what will happen and what they will face. Chinonso always seems to choose to love Ndidi no matter where they find themselves. Maybe since Bonny, Ndidi has carried the weight of that life and fears a heartbreak and a loss that great happening again.


‘Shall we get something to eat as planned, or have I bored you to the point of no hunger?’ asks Chinonso, in a way that he hopes sounds casual enough to not appear too forward.


‘Yeah sure, there’s a Nigerian restaurant near Bold Street, I think?’


‘With your strong accent I thought you might want something more European …’ Chinonso teases.


‘It’s clear that you want me to show you just how African I am, and that might require the sending of an AirSlap!’


People who pass by them see a cute couple happily navigating their pods down cobbled streets, but if only they could see what I see, dear honorary Watcher; two melding lights made from stars and lives gone before and yet to come.


The entire evening they tell each other stories of their childhoods and hint at their own hopes and dreams, while they share quick glances deep into each other’s eyes almost as a way of reassuring themselves that the one felt what the other was feeling too.


‘You know what made me laugh when I saw your profile on the app? It was your answer to what three things you would need to have with you in social isolation to stay sane …’


Ndidi laughs, remembering her answers. ‘Malt drinks, a fridge and seasoning!’


‘So would you season the malt drink? Because you didn’t specify having any food.’


‘Look, professor boy, you’ve got to read in between the lines!’


‘You sound like a politician!’


Ndidi hadn’t put too much thought into her answer, as the weird time of social isolation was something she would’ve preferred not to dwell on, especially since it had changed the trajectory of the entire world. One minute you could meet up and party with friends, the next minute the entire country was assigned sanitation pods, among other stringent new ways of living. During the early stages of the social isolation rules, Ndidi spent what seemed like endless time in her apartment attempting to get on with her graphic design commissions, but losing hours in her day creating images of beings made of all the elements in nature. Ndidi found the desire to create these images rather disconcerting, as she had never considered herself to be someone very in tune with nature, yet with all that time alone, she dreamt of places and faces and events which seemed far beyond what she had seen in her waking life. A persistent feeling of there being more to everything that she had ever known refused to leave her be and as soon as the government relaxed the rules on virus precautions, she pushed all the dreams and drawings somewhere far away inside herself. In Ndidi’s mind, whatever could’ve been waiting there to be explored felt too soul-taxing, and she felt too weary even in her late twenties to follow this exploration through.


‘Where did you go? Did I say something wrong?’ Chinonso worries that he might’ve offended Ndidi by making fun of her dating profile. On other dates he has found it rather odd how some women seem oddly embarrassed to have their profiles mentioned, as if they would rather pretend that’s not how they had ended up on the date.


‘No, not at all. I guess I just got a bit lost in my thoughts about how so many things have changed since the virus. Even the fact that you have to upload your monthly virus scans in order to be approved for dating capabilities on the app.’


They both smile wanly at each other, as they both wish to think of something lighter.


‘There’s an online Beyoncé concert next week. I had bought tickets for my sister, but she won’t be able to go with me, so would you like to come along?’ Ndidi feels uncharacteristically shy at making the first insinuation at another date. In the past she would’ve left it to the guy to initiate, but there is something about the fact that she doesn’t want this date to end that reassures her of her choice.


‘How is she not able to go with you – she could log in from anywhere?! Only humans could find a way to flake on an event they can attend from anywhere in the world …’


‘Hey! Is that a “no” or what?!’


‘Oh sorry! No. I mean yes! I would love to go with you. It’s actually a cool way to get past the “waiting fourteen days before we can meet up again” legislation. Only takes one no-pod fool to cause an infection uptick.’


‘Exactly, professor boy. I’m smart, me!’


With their next date agreed, Ndidi insists on paying for the meal and they leave the restaurant. Outside they stand silently, not knowing quite how to end a date that they wish wouldn’t end. Ndidi inputs her location into her pod to initiate the city-wide curfew sequence, and looks over at Chinonso. ‘So, guess that’s it for tonight then. My oxygen supply in this thing needs charging anyway. Best get to practising your Beyoncé moves for next week.’


Chinonso playfully scoffs. ‘I’m offended that you think I even have to practise! It has been really nice hanging with you, Di— I mean Ndidi.’


‘It’s been fun hanging out with you, prof— I mean Nonso.’


Their pods head in opposite directions into the night, and that is where you leave them, dear honorary Watcher.


What happens next, you wonder? Well, both Chinonso and Ndidi will decide. I had warned that this would be unlike the romance stories you are accustomed to, where you are mostly gifted with an ending to ease your own anxieties about the fate of your experiences of love. We, the Watchers, look on from a space where endings don’t actually exist. We see you without your constraints of time, thus we see you more clearly than you see yourselves. Rather than existing for answers, we are always hopeful that you might enjoy living in the questions. Breathe in and out of the unknown, because that is where the eternal wisdom you desire truly resides.


Chinonso and Ndidi have lived so many lives and yet somehow their story has only just begun. I will continue to leave the clues as they have requested, and watch them find each other again and again, each time their understanding of love growing so that when they meet once more in this sliver of space between this world and the next, they get that much closer to divinity.




LONG DISTANCE


Varaidzo


I had watched her cry for three days before asking if she was OK.


‘Oh,’ she said, a millisecond sooner than her mouth, the pixels jerking awkwardly as she wiped her blue-lit cheeks. ‘Sorry, I thought I was the only one here.’


The air con in my office whirred. Outside, the lights in the corridor were off as nobody had walked past for hours.


i think it’s just you and me, I told her honestly. wanna talk about it?


It was against the rules to talk to her while I was at work, but at this hour there was no witness to discipline me. Her gaze moved to the bottom right where my chat bubbles popped up. The computer glare reflected off her wet eyes, making shiny umber pools out of her irises.


She shook her head no and sniffed, wiped her nose with the back of her hand and slumped into her desk chair. I waited until I’d seen her stuttered breaths peter out into an even rhythm. Half an hour, perhaps longer. She looked ahead at nothing, her lip quivering. At some point I yawned and, though she couldn’t see me, she caught it, her mouth opening wide as she stretched out her arms.


‘Actually, I’ve had trouble sleeping lately,’ she said. ‘Are you still there?’


still here, I typed.


‘I know this is strange,’ she said, her voice uncertain. ‘But could you stay with me? Until I fall asleep?’


I hesitated before replying. She blinked anxiously at the corner of the screen, anticipating my response.


‘I like the thought of someone watching over me,’ she said, quietly this time. ‘It makes me feel safe.’


sure, I typed eventually, and she nodded gratefully at the words as they appeared. I watched her get into bed and click off her bedside lamp, so that the only thing lighting up the room was her monitor. It cast an alien glow across her face.


Mine was as repetitive a job as any, same routine, same motions. I showered and dressed, picked up coffee from the 24-hour gas station en route. I said hi to Samson or Joe – whoever was on security – and clocked in with my key fob. The only slight deviation from the norm was that my workday started at 2 a.m. and ended at 10 a.m., so it was hard to meet anyone on the job.


For the most part, the schedule suited me. I had opted to do the night shift at Journl after Jack broke up with me, to save myself from the particular torment of sharing an open-plan office with an ex. Seeing him every day had felt like pulling on a hangnail, and the more time that passed the more I’d felt myself peeling away until it seemed that half my skin had unravelled, just raw wound and broken heart bleeding over the coffee filters in view of everyone.


When the opportunity presented itself, I opted to become the sole night technician, fixing bugs that might occur when the day team was sleeping. I was glad to be alone. Mostly, the job entailed running systems updates that could take hours at a time, watching the percentages creep up slowly, silently … 45 per cent finished, 46 per cent done. Nothing to keep me company but my desk cacti and the fuzzing hum of the computer fan. Not usually.


Not until the glitch.


It first appeared during routine testing. An account had been flagged for having an issue with its timestamps, which in itself wasn’t uncommon. Journl was meant to have revolutionised social networking, its unique MO being that each user could stream or update daily, but once those twenty-four hours were up every single post was wiped from the network. Follower counts: reset to zero. Likes and favourites: gone, along with the posts. The impermanence was intended to mimic real life, all posts living on only as memories, presenting a new blank sheet to fill in each morning with the turning of the clock. It boasted of being a platform for growth and forgiveness. An opportunity to start over, to do things differently today.


Part of my job involved making sure every user really did start over. Sometimes, say when a user travelled from one time zone to another, the system might get confused and think a post hadn’t been fully wiped from the day before. It would flag the account as having a time discrepancy and I’d have to investigate, to make sure there weren’t any remnants of yesterday’s posts left over, relics from the past that should’ve decayed overnight.


But this glitch was different. An isolated account was persistently showing up as being live four years ahead of time, not a simple time zone confusion by a few hours but rather years into the future. An impossibility and thus a problem. I ran every test I could think of that first night, inspected the problem for three long hours and nothing, not a single thing, was operating out of the ordinary.


My guidelines were explicit: any account with suspicious activity should be suspended until the day team could look into it too, but this was more bizarre than it was suspicious. And, as my pride had been left to stew in the loneliness of the office, I refused to be stumped so easily. Clueless and frustrated, I dug my chin into the top of my desk and tuned into the live stream that had bested me.


There, I found her crying.


The room was relatively small. Bed behind her, beneath a window, and covered by wine-red sheets. She sat in a large black swivel chair which dwarfed her, and her knees were curled up towards her chest. Her dark brown skin was engulfed by the blue of her monitor, painting her navy, and as I watched the tears roll from her eyes I felt for a moment that she was underwater, drowning, the computer screen a barrier like aquarium glass, and a rush of panic coursed up my back realising that she was too far away and I wouldn’t be able to save her.


I clutched my throat with my hand and shook away the vision, scolding my imagination. In its place entered a strong compulsion to watch, a curiosity that seemed outside of my control. I observed her anonymously, watching her crying at her monitor, not speaking, not saying a word. Occasionally, she’d sniff or wipe her nose, tuck her hair behind her ears so no flyaways would stick to her dampened face. So small and vulnerable, she seemed to be. In need, I felt, of a cuddle. I passed half my shift with this watching. Until eventually, she logged off, gone, and I went back to work.


The next day it was the same. Timestamp reading four years ahead, and there she was again, crying right into my office. At this point, I knew for certain that I should have suspended her account. But I was fixated, that voyeuristic tug rooting me to her live stream. She needed this, clearly. Nobody would cry on the internet if they weren’t looking for someone to reach out to them. Perhaps this account was her only outlet – just waiting for someone, anyone, to notice her pain. So on the third day, I did the thing we were strictly forbidden from doing. I left a comment on her stream.


hey, I typed. are you ok?


When I came into work the following shift, I had the long-forgotten feeling of looking forward to something. It was the first time since Jack had broken up with me that I’d hurried through the building with a spring in my step, keen to reach my desk and start the day. With him, it had been the hot coffee and soft butter croissants waiting next to my Post-its which had coaxed me out of bed, the illicit shoulder squeezes whenever he swanned past me, and the lunches we spent walking around the nearby park together, watching pigeons eat artisanal sandwiches out of bins. They were simple comforts, but I looked forward to them nevertheless.


Now, it was the promise of an unsolved mystery that had me eager to start my shift. It wasn’t just the glitch that intrigued me, it was this weeping woman, this stranger I knew nothing about, let alone what might be causing her upset. Yet, at her request, I found myself quietly observing as she tried to soothe herself enough to sleep. And I was happy to do it. Each day that I came to work and saw her account had been flagged by the system, I felt compelled to tune in, to look for answers in the low light of her bedroom and the captivating canvas of her tear-bitten face. To check in. To see if she was doing OK.


you look like i feel, I said to her, as snot bubbled from one of her nostrils.


‘I fucking bet,’ she said, sniffing it away but smiling now, at least. ‘You’ve got to be a loser to still be haunting Journl, right?’
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