
		
			[image: 9781472286383.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Copyright © 2022 Bolu Babalola

			 

			The right of Bolu Babalola to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may

			only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means,

			with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic

			production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by

			the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Headline Publishing Group 

			 

			First published as an Ebook in Great Britain

			by Headline Publishing Group in 2022

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			Jacket illustration © Jovilee Burton

			Author photograph © Caleb Azumah Nelson

			 

			Hardback ISBN: 978 1 4722 8638 3

			eISBN: 978 1 4722 8640 6

			 

			Commissioning Editor: Katie Packer

			Copyeditor: Aruna Vasudevan

			Cover illustrations: Jovilee Burton

			Cover designer: Siobhan Hooper

			Proof reader: Vimbai Shire

			 

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			 

			Title

			Copyright

			About the Author

			Praise

			Also By

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgements

			Discover more from Bolu Babalola

		

	
		
			About the Author

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Bolu Babalola is the author of the Sunday Times bestselling and Waterstones Book of the Year shortlisted collection, Love in Colour. In 2016, she was shortlisted in 4th Estate’s B4ME competition for her short story ‘Netflix & Chill’ and since then, she has worked as a writer for books, TV, press and as a cultural commentator. She proudly calls herself a ‘romcomoisseur’.
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			‘Honey & Spice is gorgeously written and heart-meltingly romantic. A triumph of a novel’

			Beth O’Leary

			 

			‘Romance will never be dead, as long as Bolu is writing it’

			Jessie Burton

			 

			‘Hilarious, hot and heartfelt’

			Meg Cabot

			 

			‘Funny, sexy and smart. Bolu is an expert at her craft’

			Jendella Benson

			 

			‘Succulent, addictive romance. Simply wonderful’

			Lizzie Damilola Blackburn
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			Kiki

			She’s an expert in relationship-evasion who has made it her mission to keep the women of Whitewell University safe from players and heartbreak.

			 

			Malakai

			He’s the handsome newcomer who is everything Kiki has been warning her sisters about . . . and the one person who might collapse the community she’s built.

			 

			By declaring Malakai the ‘Wasteman of Whitewell’, Kiki brings a stop to her girls fighting for his attentions. But when she and Malakai find themselves shackled into a fake relationship to salvage their respective reputations, she is in danger of falling for the very man she warned her sisters away from. With her heart compromised and defences weakened, Kiki must learn to open herself up to the perils of love . . . and face up to a past that forced her to close down in the first place.

			 

			A sparkling debut full of delicious tension and romantic intrigue, Honey & Spice will make you weak at the knees.

		

	
		
			

			For my babygirls, my babyghels:

			soft and savage and sweet and strong and tender

			and tough and exquisite – so exquisite.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			‘Do you like that?’

			I shifted on the bed as the fifty-thread count sheet scratched against my calves. Biggie was staring down at me from across the room in 24 x 38 form, half-peeling, half-clinging to the wall with contraband Blu-tack, his crown wonky. An apt display of the indignity of being stuck as a witness to everything that went down in a twenty-year-old guy’s uni room. My guy – not my guy, but My Guy – was using my left breast as a stress ball and OK, yeah, it was mid-term, so we had a ton of assignment deadlines, but take up yoga or something, lift more at the gym, but please do not take the pressure out on my tender tit. (It was day fourteen on my twenty-eight-day cycle. Hence why I was here. Ovulation sometimes makes decisions for you.) My Guy’s vodka-spiked breath was hot and curled around my neck, suffocating me. Above us, Biggie’s eyes looked bemused, brows furrowed in concern. I feel you, Big Poppa.

			This really wasn’t as much fun as I’d hoped. As much fun as it used to be. The newness, the thrill, had worn off, and exposed the fact that My Guy really had no clue what he was doing. He relied on his status as campus hottie to do his work for him, trusting his squinted hazel eyes, which counterfeited intensity and interest in you – the real you, Ma – to do all the work for him. He didn’t engage with his attraction to you because he was so sure of your attraction to him, and why bother trying to make you feel good when he assumed everything he did would automatically feel good to you?

			My Guy had asked me a question, but he wasn’t waiting for the answer. He moved to suckle at my neck aggressively, toothily, still using my boob as a distraction from the 3,000-word essay on macroeconomics he had due in about nine hours.

			Honestly, why do so many guys mistake vigour for technique? Like, OK, you want me – this much is clear and, frankly, understandable – but what are you going to do with it? Where is the finesse, hun? The clear understanding that you are handling a masterpiece?! You’ve got this far. Appreciate it.

			I shimmied beneath him and for a few seconds the movement deluded him into thinking he was doing something right. He groaned an ‘Oh is it, Babe?’– until he realised I was shimmying out from under him to sit up straight, snap my bra back on, slip on my T-shirt, pull down my tan corduroy mini and shrug on my leather jacket.

			It ain’t, Babe.

			‘Babe?’ His hazel eyes were soft with confusion and, bless his soul, I got it. This didn’t happen to him, usually. This shouldn’t happen to him, according to his calculations. (All collegiate dating interactions were calculations, and his were Him + Girl = Whatever He Wanted It To Equal, because look at him for fuck’s sake, how could she not want what he wanted?) This abrupt change clearly took some adjusting for him, like it took some adjusting for him when he finally realised that I was the one who didn’t want to be seen in public with him, who chose the hours we were together, who didn’t want to sleep over. It turned his little world inside out that he wasn’t the centre of mine. And part of his attraction to me was fascination, exploration of the unknown, a Girl-Who-Don’t-Wanna-Be-Cuffed-By-Me safari.

			I untucked my braids from the back of my jacket, slipped on my boots. ‘I hate it when you call me that. Don’t call me “Babe”. I’ve told you before.’

			I moved to the mirror pinned against his wardrobe. It was smeared with antiperspirant smatter that hadn’t been wiped and was framed by vaguely sexual-sounding motivational workout slogans: ‘Rise and Grind’, ‘Beast Mode’, ‘Feel the Heat’. I stared at the mirror, then slipping out a baby wipe from my leather satchel, I wiped my lips, disinfecting them, removing the organic, locally produced lip gloss known as My Guy’s saliva for something more fruity smelling.

			‘Look, I’ve been thinking—’ I dabbed on my lips with a doe-foot wand, ‘—we should cool off with this. You know? I’m busy with uni and the show, and sneaking around has been fun but—’

			‘You’re ending this, Kiki? Really?’

			I flicked my gaze from my reflection to his. Pure disbelief. Brow furrowed, pouty, pink lips slightly agape. It would’ve been kinda cute if it wasn’t based on arrogance. He was topless, his firm body panting, recovering, asking his true question, spilling the real tea: You gonna deny this? Really? The thing is when you make going to the gym six days a week your personality, it must be hurtful when it doesn’t melt the knees it’s supposed to, fails to work its tried-and-true magic. But after a while, it just wasn’t enough. His body wasn’t much of a conversationalist, didn’t ask mine what her interests were, her favourite song, which spot was the softest.

			I looked at his reflection. ‘OK, let’s be real . . . there was nothing really to end. There was no beginning to this. It just happened and I – we – kept letting it happen.’

			‘And I’m glad it happened.’ He got up from the bed, came up behind me and looked at himself in the mirror as he wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me back against him so I could feel just how glad he was. He looked at us in the mirror.

			‘Look at how good we look together.’ He removed an arm to lift my chin up, as if I’d asked him for help. ‘People respect you. People respect me. Think about how we would rule this place, babygirl? Looks and brains. Light and dark.’

			Babygirl. It sounded foreign on his tongue. He’d gone to a boarding school in Sussex, where he'd only had white friends, and he was still fleshing out this new flavour to his personality.

			I raised a brow. ‘Which of us is which?’

			He smiled, tightened his grip around my waist. ‘See, funny, too.’

			It only took a few seconds for his gaze to flit from me, from us, to his own reflection. His bottom lip had tucked in. It was honestly like a very uncomfortable threesome where two people were way more into each other than they were you, eventually leaving you to watch them doing their thing, fascinated. I presume.

			My Guy’s eyes were still on his own. He kissed my neck. ‘A peng power couple.’

			I bit my lip to keep my laugh in, but from the way his grip tightened on me, I think he misread it as a sign of arousal. Oh, man. I knew enough about him (enough was enough) to know he was serious. This had been fun, but I was done.

			I unwound his arms from around my waist. His weight against me now oppressive. It was kinda disturbing how, despite his heat, I wanted to shudder within my leather jacket. His room smelled of weed, Dior Sauvage hastily sprayed to cover up the weed, and the heady, musky spoor that could only be described as ‘boy’. The cocktail was making me a little queasy. I picked up my satchel, forcing his arms to drop to his sides as I turned to face him. ‘Do you want me, or do you just want me to want you?’

			My Guy kissed his teeth and groaned, ran a hand across his face impatiently. ‘Man, for fuck’s sake, see like, here you go again, Kiki. Speaking in riddles. Just be straight with me.’

			‘I always am. I told you from jump what this was. You were cool. You said you preferred it. You do you. I do me.’

			My Guy looked at me with almost the same intensity that he’d been looking at himself in the reflection a few seconds before. He was doing it again, hoping the fact that his eyes were hazel and his skin caramel were enough to work for him. If I hadn’t chosen him specifically because there was no risk of falling for him. I guess it could have worked if I hadn’t already bitten into him, felt the crunch and discovered that his sexy was fake.

			‘Yeah, but maybe . . . I didn’t realise how much I’d like it when I do you.’

			I knew how My Guy thought it sounded in his head. His voice had lowered into a purr, his eyes calculatedly heavy, constructed to elicit the image of him on top of me, his voice against my neck. It was meant to weaken me – and it had worked so many times for him, I’m sure – but I had an in-built resistance for that kind of bullshit. I’d been through it before and now I had immunity. He snapped out of intoxication mode on hearing my incredulous laugh, his eyes widening, mild annoyance and confusion slipping into them.

			I shook my head. ‘You haven’t done me.’

			‘I mean, basically.’

			‘I mean, basically, we’ve only had a few spicy cuddles.’

			‘And whose fault is that?’

			I smiled. ‘I have to go.’

			‘You’re shook and I get it, but you’re different from the rest, Kiki. It isn’t the same with you. You know I cancelled on Emma from Hazelwitch Hall for you tonight?’

			I turned from my way to the door and pressed my hand against my chest. ‘Oh, you shouldn’t have. Really.’

			My Guy nodded, rolled his tongue in his mouth, laughed humourlessly. ‘You’re really kind of a bitch. You know that?’

			I grinned. ‘I do. Thanks though. It means a lot coming from you. If a guy like you doesn’t think I’m a bitch, that means I’m fucking up somewhere.’

			He laughed heartily, with the energy of someone who hadn’t understood a word I’d said, and went back to his bed, reclined, abs flexing, white boxer-briefs tighter than normal. It was like he had to physically remind himself that he was hot. As if he was actually capable of forgetting. ‘Be like that. You’re gonna be back.’

			‘Well, if I did leave an earring, you can toss it. I never wear my good shit here.’

			OK, so it was a good exit line, and I was proud of it, but I’d jinxed myself. As I did my ritualistic double-checking of my bag (I couldn’t leave any evidence of my presence) as the door to My Guy’s flat clicked behind me, I realised I’d left my lip gloss. Shit. Actually, it was Aminah’s lip gloss that she told me to look after in my bag and I’d forgotten to return a month ago. Despite the Best-Friend Bylaws stating that there is a statute of limitations in relation to make-up reclamation, I’m pretty sure she would be pissed at where I’d left it. She’d rather I’d flushed it down the toilet. After peeing on it. I couldn’t have left it. I rooted for it as I absent-mindedly walked towards the lift, praying that God would forgive me for my recent transgressions. (Did it help that My Guy had a tattoo that said In God We Trust on his chest? In cursive, above a Tupac quote, ‘Real eyes realize real lies’)

			I hit a very firm, warm wall, my nose squishing against the soft cotton of a slate-grey shirt. ‘Shit! My bad—’

			‘Nah, it’s cool, don’t—’

			The voice was low and smooth, thick like honey sunk to the bottom of a tumbler of cognac. I looked up – but not enough because I found I’d only reached his nose: it travelled down his face narrowly and then curved out, drastically, majestically. I mean, it was quite enough to look at, but I thought I’d try again. I tilted my head a little further up till I hit black quartz gazing at me, glinting.

			He was looking at me like he knew me. That was weird for a number of reasons, including but not limited to the fact that I knew everybody in the Black caucus of Whitewell College. I knew each clique, sub-group and faction and, granted, it was the third week of second year, so there was a bunch of new people, but even so. I flicked through my mental Rolodex of mandem and came up blank. He wasn’t part of the Nigerian Princes (sons of Nigerian politicians); the Faux-Roadmen (studying Pharmacy at a redbrick university is not the same as dealing, sweetie); the Future Shiny Suits Who Read (a group that could include any of the above, but usually studied something finance-related, sought to work in the city, wanted an educated girl who ‘knew her place’, quite fine and included My Guy). Nor the Water into Wine (at the clerb) Bible Study Boys . . . nothing. Looking at his face seemed to actively contribute to my mind blankness, which was bizarre because my mind was never blank unless made purposely so. Like when My Guy was trying to talk to me about the 48 Laws of Power one time.

			He blinked and cleared his throat even though when I heard his voice the first time, it didn’t sound like it could get any clearer. ‘Uh, don’t sweat it—’

			Funny he should mention that, because I was. My skin was tingling. This was intriguing. I didn’t really sweat, and when I did (like the time I went on the elliptical for two hours while watching Beychella on my phone), it was like this, a slight prickle.

			‘I don’t sweat. But thanks.’ I started to move past him to the lift, encouraging him to do the same, towards his destination, his destiny, away from me, when he stopped suddenly, turned around, dark brows furrowed.

			‘Uh, I’m sorry, I just . . . did you say you don’t sweat?’

			I cast a gaze across the hall, partly to obnoxiously demonstrate the fact that no one else could have just said that and also to double-check that nobody was coming out or coming in. I knew every Blackwellian who lived on My Guy’s floor and timed my visit, knowing that two of them were at Bible study, one at football and another at a friend’s birthday dinner. There was nobody. I wouldn’t be seen. I looked back at him, hitched a shoulder upwards.

			‘Yeah. Why?’

			He nodded, eyes squinting, concentrating the light, the corner of his plush mouth quirking up. ‘Sweating is a regular biological human function.’

			‘What’s your point?’

			‘So, you’re saying you’re not a regular human.’

			I smiled, slid my head to the side. ‘Do I look like a regular human to you?’ Trick question. He would stumble or leave. Stumble and leave. It was fun, tangling my words around their ankles, without them realising, and then watching them trip.

			He inhaled deeply, like he was considering the question. He stepped back a little and assessed me, flicked a quick gaze down me that felt like he was striking a match against my body. Something flared under my skin. His eyes rose to meet mine again.

			‘Nah. Definitely not regular.’ He smiled, and my pulse stuttered. ‘Just not used to seeing another superhuman about, so had to double-check. It makes me feel less lonely, so thank you.’

			Uh huh. I held still. That wasn’t supposed to happen. I knew this game, this game was mine, and normally I knew how to lose those who attempted to chase. I’d expected to lose him. In fact, I’d wanted to lose him, to shake off whatever had been clinging on to me in the two minutes we had interacted, the gliding of energy on my skin that was making me fizz (I knew having a latte past 3 p.m. was a bad idea, I am mad sensitive), but not only had he followed me, it was like he already knew where I was going. It was like we were going the same way. He shot me a half-smile, sloping, something that managed to be tiny and also have the power to elevate his face, soften the steep angles. The sharp glare of the industrial lights in the hallway had nothing on it. It made its way to the pit of my belly and tugged.

			Our eyes stayed on each other for a few seconds longer, as I attempted to figure out what the hell was happening, when a door clicked open somewhere in the near distance. Both of us jumped as if we’d been interrupted, as if there had been anything to interrupt, and turned to the direction of what would have been disturbance, as if there was anything to disturb.

			Zuri Isak stood at the door to Flat 602 (I’d just left Flat 601) in a crop top and leggings, curls glossy and loose. Cute, casual. Purposely cute and casual. Zuri wasn’t meant to be here. She was meant to be at her friend Nia’s birthday dinner at Sakura in town. I knew this because there was a social media countdown designed to make people who weren’t invited feel like they were missing out on the Groupon dinner, at a place where sugar daddies took their babies to dinner. Anyway, this was particularly interesting because Nia and Zuri had recently undergone a power shift in their clique, whereby Nia had usurped Zuri as Queen Bee by organising a group trip to Barcelona to stay at her stepdad’s villa over the summer while Zuri was visiting family in Michigan. She could have easily reorganised it for when Zuri returned, but she didn’t want to do that. It was a power play. A coup. And judging by the light mascara, dab of lip gloss and smidge of blush – I flicked my gaze over to Fellow Superhuman, only just noticing that he was holding a bottle of rosé in his hand – something told me that Zuri skipping the birthday dinner to Netflix and chill was also a power play.

			Zuri nodded at Fellow Superhuman, who definitely wasn’t as lonely as he made out to be. ‘Hey you! I didn’t hear you knock so thought I’d come check—’

			He smiled at her. It was interesting. Objectively, as a scientist (fuckboiologist and mandemologist), it was different to the smile he gave me. The smile he gave her was mainstream, pop, radio-friendly. The smile he’d given me was the single released after an artist had established themselves, found their voice, could speak directly to their target audience. The smile he’d given me had more R&B to it.

			He walked towards the open door. ‘Sorry, the lift took its time—’

			Zuri nodded absent-mindedly, throwing her gaze to me. ‘Hey Kiki, wassup?’

			She wasn’t suspicious – I wasn’t a threat; I was never a threat. I was known as The One Who Didn’t Date – but that was precisely why my presence there was curious. I didn’t have a clique and I lived with my best friend. Weren’t nobody for me to visit. I’d thought this through, though. I had an alibi in a girl (not a member of the Black caucus) I had a political communication module with, and who also happened to live in Flat 604.

			‘I was just picking up some notes from Ilana.’ I patted my satchel. ‘Missed a lecture today. Cramps.’

			I briefly wondered if the detail was overkill, but Zuri had stopped listening halfway through my sentence, anyway. Her hand was already curving around Fellow Superhuman’s sturdy arm and she was looking up at him, long lashes batting. ‘Cool. Awesome. I’m just . . . going over a tutorial too. Can’t wait for your next show!’

			She pulled him into her flat, but not before he threw me an inscrutable look. I shook my head, smiled, and pressed the lift button. Yeah, something was gonna be studied that night. A relief, really. My understanding of fuckboiology had fallen out of whack for a second. It was nice to have it reset. Whoever he was, he was just like the rest. That was comforting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			Whitewell College Radio, 9.30–11.00 p.m. slot, Thursday,

			Brown Sugar Show

			 

			I snuck into the cramped campus radio studio, hoping that the fact that I’d opened the door gently would make a difference to the fact that I was late to my pre-show meeting with radio tech, producer (informal capacity) and best friend (formal capacity) Aminah. However, as soon as the door clicked open, she whizzed around on the bright-blue Office Depot chair, from where she was sat at the radio desk, twenty inches of wavy hair, swishing with the movement, a badass Bond villain with an exceptional ass.

			She rose an immaculate brow. ‘Where you been, bitch?’

			‘Library.’

			‘Lying.’

			I grinned and shrugged my jacket off. ‘Yup.’

			‘Do I wanna know?’

			‘No.’

			Aminah narrowed her eyes. ‘But I know.’

			‘I know.’

			Aminah shook her head with kind concern, looking like a reality TV show therapist, pressing lilac gelled nails against her chest. She wasn’t about to let this go.

			‘You know, Sis, it really isn’t healthy to purposefully emotionally disinvest from intimate relationships—’

			I furrowed my brows in mock confusion as I threw my jacket on the worn leather sofa against the wall. ‘I’m sorry, I forget, are you a psych student or marketing?’

			Aminah shook her head as she relinquished the seat by the desk and moved to the sofa, smacking my butt on her way over. ‘All right, I don’t like attitude. Very hostile. And actually, I took a psych module this term, but that’s not the point. I got that from Auntie Jada Pinkett Smith’s talk show—’

			‘Speaking of shows – can we prep for ours?’

			Aminah smirked humourlessly. ‘Nice pivot. Very well done. So now you wanna work? After being late for the staff briefing?’ She grabbed a packet of plantain chips from the stash we kept in the cupboard in the corner of the room and sat herself on the sofa, pointing at me like a disappointed Nigerian grandma with a hand on her wrapper-wrapped waist. ‘No snacks for you.’

			I resumed my rightful place in front of the desk, slipped the headphones around my neck and tapped the laptop alive. ‘I didn’t wanna eat, anyway.’ Another superfluous lie. ‘And also, we are the staff. And it’s fine, I know the topic I’m gonna cover and you know all we ever do in these meetings is talk shit—’

			She popped a plantain chip in her mouth. ‘Cffrucial for staff-bonding—’

			‘We live together—’

			‘What’s your point?’

			I laughed. ‘You know what? I don’t have one. You’re right. I’m sorry . . .’ I paused and cleared my throat, schooling my voice into nonchalance. I mean, I was nonchalant, but I wanted to be very clearly, unequivocally nonchalant because my best friend had emotional X-ray vision. ‘Hey, real quick, um . . . I bumped into this guy earlier, and I’ve never seen him before, which is weird because—’

			Aminah had brought her tablet out of the expensive structured bag she had laying on the sofa, presumably scrolling the show’s page for today’s topic. She immediately pulled down her black-rimmed designer spectacles and smirked, doing precisely what I hoped she wouldn’t do, making my casual inquiry into a thing.

			‘Oh? Kiki Banjo intrigued by someone? Well, put me in a grey double-jersey sweater/jogger combo outfit because the world is clearly ending.’

			In another life, Aminah Bakare – who was currently wearing a checked blazer together with a matching mini-skirt and a black polo neck – could easily have been Supreme of the Naija rich bitches at Whitewell College. Her parents ran a Nigerian snack empire called ChopChop (source of our endless supply of plantain chips), and up until the age of fifteen she’d been schooled in a prestigious international British school in Lagos, where everyone inexplicably spoke in an affected Valley-girl accent that she eschewed out of principle. (‘Why would I choose to sound Kardashian? What kind of recolonisation?) Her parents thought that finishing her education in England (where she was born but not bred) would help her when it came to applying to university, so she ended up in a private boarding school in Sussex for a few years, which she’d hated. (‘It was full of literal landed gentry and Freemasons, Kiki. You know what Freemasons are? It’s white juju. The most wicked kind. I was the only Black girl and I swear to you my English teacher looked me directly in the eye and said the word ‘nigger’. Yes, we were discussing Catcher in the Rye, but is that the point?!’) She left to complete her A Levels at a state school on the east London/Essex border while staying with her aunt, achieving the straight As her parents swore she wouldn’t be able to get without a school that counted Margaret Thatcher’s grandchild as its alumnus. It was to Rosewood Hall’s relief. She’d made their existence very difficult by levelling formal complaints about racialised comments made by staff members and students alike, refusing to wear a Remembrance Day poppy and questioning why they learned about the British Empire without criticising its brutality. The point is, that despite being a relative renegade and a Bad Bitch who rejected all expectations and presumptions, on a granular level – my best friend, my sister – Aminah Bakare was a princess who could detect the presence of a pea beneath a custom memory-foam mattress and, therefore, would not be caught dead wearing grey double-jersey out in public.

			I rolled my eyes. ‘All right, a little dramatic. Os¸e, Halle Barely—’

			Aminah almost choked on a plantain chip. ‘Wow—’

			‘Look, it’s just for the social database, so we know what’s going on in the uni. For work purposes. How can I talk about what’s going on if I don’t know what’s going on? It’s just weird because I’ve never seen him before and he was going to see Zuri Isak—’

			Aminah pulled her glasses down further. ‘Uh huh. Zuri Isak, who just so happens to live in the same building and, I believe, the same floor as—’

			‘You know what? Forget it. Let’s just get ready for the show. We got ten minutes. Can you shoot me over some of the questions, please?’

			Aminah smiled and turned her gaze back to the tablet screen ‘OK, I’m gonna pretend to move on, but . . .’ Her slickly shaped brows suddenly knitted in curiosity as she scrolled.

			My brows instantly did the same, because when Aminah frowns, so do I. It’s instinctive. ‘What’s up?’

			‘Hmm . . . so, this is weird. All the advice questions this week are super . . . specific? “How to make a guy wife you?”; “How to make a guy choose you?”; “How to be a priority?”’

			I wheeled my chair over immediately. This was alarming and unlike Blackwellian women. They knew better – I’d made sure of it. True, we mainly dealt with relationship dilemmas and I primarily gave out romantic advice, but we’d never received a lump genre of question before. Nothing this focused.

			Since First Year, when I started this show – R&B and soul punctuated with advice that tied into themes of songs – the Blackwellian babes and I had been through a lot. Together we dealt with Boys who said ‘You’re moving kinda mad still,’ when you asked them the simple question of ‘What are we?’ I’d helped guide them around Mandem who elongated their ‘wows’, to questions that were veiled iterations of ‘If you profess to like me, why don’t you fucking act like it, you prick?’

			That ‘woooww’ was a tool, I told the girls, the extra syllables added to buy the boy time to figure out what lie to tell you when you queried why you got a ‘good morning, beautiful’ text from him when your girl said he’d been seen coming out of Teni’s flat this morning. I broke down how to handle guys who would then turn around and ask, ‘Why u preeing for?’ like you were the crazy one when the day before he had drawled, voice rumbling through collar bone, ‘You’re different still, you know that, babes. Never met anyone like you.’ We had grown, developed in our studies of fuckboiology, my syllabus strong. So it seemed strange that suddenly they were preoccupied with being chosen. We were the choosers, we never begged.

			Aminah had pushed her glasses back up, inspecting the comments with scientific attention: ‘The comments are clique-wide: the Vegan Cupcakes, the London Gyaldem, Naija Princesses, Bible Study Babes, and all with the same kinda question. Plus, they’re interacting with each other. Badly. There’s no “You got this sis”. It’s . . . savage. It’s “Stay away from him”-type shit.’

			I took the tablet from her to examine it for myself. She was right. Instead of the usual supportive comments that littered the page, there was in-fighting, sniping – ‘have you considered that maybe he ain’t want you sis?’; ‘sis, wasn’t your man just caught in the bed of one of those white girls that always crash our motives dressed as rebore Kim Ks? Maybe take time to recover??’ Sheesh.

			‘Sis’ was a powerful, potent word, one that had the power to build up or destroy with the same intensity; it was a sword that could either be used to knight or slice. There was a bloodbath in the Brown Sugar comment section, even worse than when someone said they ‘didn’t really get Beyoncé’ during a debate session at a Blackwellian meeting.

			This was bad.

			Since its inception, Brown Sugar was the glue that gelled the female factions of Blackwell together, the show was where we virtually communed and our social page was a safe space where girls would put aside their differences to bond with double-tap-likes over dickhead drama. Groups that didn’t really fuck with each other during Blackwell socials (other universities had African-Caribbean Societies, we flipped the name of our institution and made it our own), would coalesce in the comment section to drag a Wasteman who replied to an errant ‘I love you’ with, ‘safe, babes’. This was deep.

			I passed the tablet back over to my best friend. ‘This is over one guy. There’s a unifying source here—’

			Aminah nodded. ‘Right, but this hasn’t happened before. I mean, we’ve had girls fighting over guys, but not like this. And I really don’t think the demographic of the Blackwell mandem has changed that drastically in the past year, and— Why do you have that look on your face?’

			Of course. It had to be. Fellow Superhuman from earlier wasn’t like the other guys. No, he was smooth, actually, genuinely smooth. Or at least extremely skilled at seeming genuine. He was warm, looked you in the eye. I had built up an immunity, and he had almost got me. He had looked at me, and I had felt it under my skin – and if he almost got me that meant that he definitely had got some of the other girls.

			I nodded at Aminah. ‘I think I know who it is. Do you have a way of checking if the girls have had a mutual follow on social media recently?’

			Aminah smirked. ‘Do I own every single item from Fenty Beauty? Let’s not ask silly questions. I study digital marketing. I am good at what I do. I am a social media savant, sweetie.’ She said all this while swiping and tapping like a maestro conducting an orchestra, effortlessly subduing technology with a perfectly manicured hand. She stopped abruptly, and held the tablet up to her chest, mischief peppering her face.

			‘Keeks, the guy you met before, was he tall, dark and handsome? Looks like he walked out of a nineties’ romcom? Looking like some sort of stem-cell experiment between Kofi Siriboe and Morris Chestnut?’

			I would have laughed if the description wasn’t so creepily accurate. ‘You found him?’

			Aminah flipped the tablet around: it was zoomed in on the ProntoPic page that had Fellow Superhuman staring at me, on a beach, topless, pink board shorts with palm trees on them, a red cup in hand. His chest was all ridges and slopes. I was never really a fan of extreme sports, but hiking suddenly seemed like a cool thing to try.

			Aminah’s smirk broadened. ‘I think we found the reason our girls are moving mad. His name is Malakai Korede. Transferred in September from Northchester University. So, we know he’s smart. Smart enough to have you wondering who he is—’

			I narrowed my eyes and took the tablet from her, scrolling through his pictures. His selfies were sparse, so we knew he wasn’t overtly vain. He was confident, breezy with his looks, and when he did take selfies, they were purposeful. They were neither the badly angled close-ups of nostrils that made a sis quickly rush to say ‘He’s better in person’, nor were they the cringey mirror poses, the squinted eyes, slight pout, captioned with a lazy trap lyric that boasted of money, bitches and swag the dude most likely lacked. Nah, Fellow Superhuman’s – sorry, Malakai’s – photos were interesting. There was one of him in front of the Mona Lisa..

			I asked what she’s on tonight and she side-eyed me. Curved by a 516-year-old, I can’t believe it. #notageist

			A smile I didn’t agree to release slipped out. Unnerving. Huh. OK, so he somehow managed to be part of the 0.001 per cent of the male population that was vaguely amusing. I could see how that might rattle our girls. I was pretty sure the majority of guys in our uni thought satire was a way of describing an outfit.

			I swiped a little more and came across a picture with the most cherubic little girl with rich black clouds at the side of her heart-shaped face, annotated with:

			She’s the boss of me. #uncleniecebonding #PrincessAliyah

			So, he was good with kids; had a softness to him. The most dangerous thing about that was clearly it wasn’t performed: there was no way he could fake the adoration with which he looked at that angel. With that obnoxious display of genuine cuteness, he was speaking directly to a bunch of young women whose mothers had told them that they were to graduate with a diploma in one hand and a future Obama in the other. The case of Malakai Korede was solidifying. He was a catch – fresh manna from heaven in the form of a man from Brixton (gleaned from tagged locations). And we, the girls of Whitewell, were in a romantic desert. Who were we to question God’s boon, an oasis to satisfy our thirst? The comments on his photos (‘go off king!’) were from members of the same clique. The most recent photo featured heart emojis from Nia. And he was also desirable enough to be used as a pawn within inter-squad politics. Yeah, this was worse than I thought. He was evolved. He wasn’t a cookie-cutter player, dumb but affable. He had a personality, ridges and hard edges and quirks and he still managed to be apparently generally palatable enough to be attractive to all the men-loving, femme sub-groups in Blackwell.

			It was early October, but the scope of his reach in the female cohort of the ACS was already impressively wide – more than your regular, tall, dark, handsome headache could hope to achieve in six months. There was something about him, a different kick to his sauce. Our girls weren’t fools; they were wary, tough. Sure, Malakai was fresh meat, but if they found him unpalatable, they would have spat him out pretty fast. But this boy remained undragged on social media, managing to fly under my radar, somehow safely untethered, despite having some sort of link to a spice from every Blackwellian female clique. No other boy on campus could have got away with it. Somehow, he was turning our girls on each other. Like an infection, he had to be drawn out.

			I passed the tablet back to my best friend. ‘I’m gonna deal with this. He’s messing with our girls. Plus, they’re our core demographic. We’re a space of peace and truth and if he’s causing discord within them, that’s an issue for me.’

			Aminah cackled and threw a plantain chip at me, which was mainly annoying because I hadn’t managed to catch it with my mouth. A waste. ‘Yeah. I’m sure you want him to cause discord in your core demographic—’

			I wheeled myself back to the desk. ‘OK. Well, I see you’re not taking this seriously enough. Also, that doesn’t even make sense—’

			Aminah shrugged. ‘I thought it was poetic.’

			‘Can we start the show?’

			I smiled into the mic and adjusted the headphones on my ears, slid a knob on the mixing desk down and switched to a soft neo-soul instrumental, turning it down low.

			‘Good evening fam, that was D’Angelo and you already know what it is, kickin’ it with Keeks and throwing it all the way back this Thursday night, giving you the finest, smoothest, sexiest tunes to vibe to – as always, because I care about you guys. I want you to have the best in all things. Now, with that being said, tonight I have something in particular I wanna discuss with my sisters. Fellas, stay if you want – but if you’re easily rattled by women acknowledging their power, then please, to the left, to the left. Take this as a health warning. If you start beating your chest so hard it becomes concave, my guy, you will only have yourself to blame.’

			I smiled and glanced back at Aminah as she smirked, gave me a thumbs up in encouragement. I turned back to the mic. ‘Now, with all health and safety concerns addressed I think I’m clear to tell you that I wanna talk about the concept introduced by tonight’s theme song by our patron saint D’Angelo, with ‘Playa Playa’. That’s right. We’re talking about The Player. Did you like how I said it? Like it was a monster or some shit.’

			‘Kiki—’, Aminah admonished within her capacity of producer and person who had to make sure I adhered to university broadcast guidelines so we didn’t risk our show being taken off air.

			I grinned. ‘Sorry. What I’m about to issue is a PSA. A public service announcement. A warning. It is crucial for our well-being, sisters. Now see, many people think of “player” as a gender-exclusive term. It’s a guy smooth with his tongue . . . in a couple different ways. Don’t act shy, you know what I mean. This is a safe space, girls. Let your savagery unleash. We are red-blooded women and we have needs, OK?’

			Aminah laughed as she clicked her fingers above her head like she was at a spoken-word recital. ‘Go ahead, Sis. Tell it.’

			I allowed my voice to slip into an exaggerated spoken-word cadence, low and silken, ‘It’s a guy with so much sauce he has you swimming in it. Has your head spinning in it so you don’t know which way is up and which way is down – so you don’t even realise when he has you trippin’ for him.’

			Aminah let out a loud hum as if she was in church, and I turned to see her, eyes closed, hand on heart, shaking her head as if she was receiving the word.

			I stifled a laugh, rolled my eyes and turned back to my mic, my voice becoming sombre now, morphing into my ten-o’clock-news-bulletin voice, ‘But allow me to ask a question, my sisters. If he is a player, are we games? Or are we consoles to be used to help a guy navigate his way to being a man? Our buttons being pressed, being turned this way and that for his progression?’

			Aminah hummed louder and raised her hands in praise.

			I leant closer to the mic even though no one could see me, because I knew the effect would be felt, the punctuation would ripple through the airwaves. ‘Aren’t you tired of mandem using your hearts for sport? I ask this now because I heard there’s a new player in town. And I won’t lie, he’s kind of cute too. A snack. A beverage. But you guys know that too much coffee is bad for you, right? Keeps you up all night, bad for your heart, makes you thirsty and occasionally, if you’re extra sensitive, gives you the shits. This analogy went left, but you catch my drift.

			‘In a similar manner, there is a tall, hot, dark presence in Whitewell that has our ladies moving hectic. Giving them the shakes, making them snappy, dehydrated and irritable. Be wary of the Wasteman of Whitewell, sisters. It’s cuffing season and feelings are infectious, I get it, but get your immune system up, take your shots (I myself am partial to bourbon), listen to Megan Thee Stallion twice a day, and take your antihistamines to ward off the dusty. Because you know what I think, ladies? It’s time to flip the term “player” on its head. This thing called romance ain’t a one-player game. Let’s reclaim our power.

			‘Wastemen are aptly called so because they waste our time. Waste our energy. On purpose. They sell us dreams and then take them away, so we end up chasing them as if it was ever a reality. They’re bad at communication, texting us good morning every day and then leaving us in the cold of blue ticks when we ask them where they’re at, leading to us to jumping to conclusions, and let me tell you, that kind of cardio isn’t good for our hearts. It takes us away from us. Wastemen are thieves. What was it that my king D’Angelo said in his parable of a bop, ‘Playa Playa’? They rob you of your glow, queens. See, that time and energy that they take from us could be used for realising our power. Stop us from seeing how beautiful we are from soul through to skin, because he has you wondering why you aren’t enough. Now ain’t that a bitch? If you ask me, I think we should be bigger bitches.

			‘Sisters, I’m not suggesting anything radical. Just that we take our control. The game will always be the game, but make sure you’re at least an equal player. At best, a better one. Call it karmic restitution. Make them sweat you and don’t ever let them catch you slippin’. Until next time, stay sweet, ladies. Yours always, K.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			 

			‘Ms Banjo! You’re early.’

			I smiled as I entered Dr Miller’s office. She dusted some brownie crumbs off her fingers. Somehow, the action was elegant, in line with the dreads wrapped up in an ochre headscarf, large crescent bronze earrings and the brown-plum sheen of her lips. I plopped myself on the chair by her desk and threw my satchel on the floor. ‘Which is why I’m your favourite student.’

			‘It’s not appropriate to have favourites.’

			‘So you admit it, I am your favourite.’ I passed her the flat white I’d picked up with my latte from the campus coffee shop, Beanz.

			My most hallowed female authority figure, aside from Beyoncé and my mother, adjusted tortoise-shell frames on a flawlessly composed blank face. ‘I’m technically not allowed to take anything from students. I absolutely cannot drink this.’

			She motioned at me with a single finger, capped by a gleaming, wine-coloured nail and bearing a hefty, intricately designed silver ring – instructing me to put the coffee down on the desk. ‘. . . It’s wonderful how I just found a flat white on my desk, randomly. Can’t let it go to waste.’ She picked it up, took a sip, smiled. ‘Thank you.’

			I hitched up a shoulder. ‘For what?’ I held up my coffee cup and smashed it against hers in a toast to tutor–student boundaries.

			Dr Miller and I weren’t thrown together as a mentor–mentee duo by chance. I studied Politics, Media and Culture and she taught an Intertextual Media and Culture module. She also happened to be the only one of the two Black lecturers in the entire institution of Whitewell who looked after undergraduates. The other Black lecturer was a man who once gave a speech to the boys of Blackwell during Black History Month on how the best way to avoid trouble was not to look like trouble (no saggy trousers, no looking ‘Black’). Earlier statement revised: Dr Serena Miller was the only Black lecturer in my university.

			I decided that she had to be my mentor in first year, in my third seminar. During a class discussion on the cultural power of social media crossed with art, where I cited Lemonade as an example, a Barbour-wearing boy called Percy, who I once heard describe the class as ‘community service’ – for him, ‘the diversity stuff looks good on the CV’, interrupted to inform me that the visual album was an example of ‘convoluted fluff pandering to identity politics and contributing nothing to society at large’. I opened my mouth to call him an uncultured, narrow-minded, racist prick, but thought better of it and instead practised some breathing exercises I’d learnt from my favourite YouTube lifestyle guru, Coco, from The Chill Life with CoCo.

			‘Don’t you feel like—’ (deep breath . . . inhale . . . exhale . . . ) ‘—you’re speaking from a rather limited sphere? (Seriously, Kiki, deep breath . . . exhale.)

			‘As a white male, your culture is the norm—’ (am I speaking weirdly slowly?) ‘—and it’s likely that that is the reason why you—’ (are a fucking prick) ‘—think that any deviation from that is lesser than. Why you think anything “other than” is “lesser than”.’

			The class fell silent and Percy went precisely the colour of his confectionery counterpart from M&S. Dr Miller’s face was ostensibly expressionless, a stoically impartial monarch, dangling earrings adding gravitas, bronze lips pressed in a manner that almost obscured the slight flick in them. The curve would have approximated pride or amusement, or both, if I didn’t know better.

			She cleared her throat and continued, ‘I think what Ms Banjo is trying to suggest is that what you’re saying aligns with what critics unable to think outside of the confines of their self-imposed racial rigidity would say. And that racial rigidity often leads to bigotry and prejudiced opinions. Let’s be wary of that.’

			Dr Miller paused before continuing, giving us the space needed to digest that she had, indeed, used the language of academia to call Percy a racist prick, her intelligence and expertise protecting her from lawsuit and sanction. ‘However, it does open up a discussion,’ she said, walking the breadth of the lecture hall, pen tapping against her palm. ‘What do we think? Has social media led society closer to a post-racial society? An interracial society? Or are we more segregated than ever?’ She opened it up to the class, but not before throwing me, the only Black girl in the tutorial, a sturdy, small smile.

			Although we had an African-Caribbean Society through Blackwell, Whitewell College was still a liberal arts university in pastoral southern England and, therefore, a minority set to task in validating the use of the term ‘diverse’ in the prospectus. We were a world unto our own when concentrated together at a student house party, with the lights turned off, elbow-to-elbow and butt-to-groins in constricted corridors. But, in actuality, we were scattered across the university, across disciplines, across years, all feeling like rebels because instead of straight up professional degrees (law, economics, whatever-will-put-you-in-corporate-wear-and-a-nine-to-five-and-make-immigrant-parent-sacrifices-worth-it), we mixed it up with funky minors that our parents thought frivolous.

			We thought we were so edgy with our interdisciplinary courses, our economics and art history degrees that made African parents wonder where they went wrong, but the price we paid for being such deviant rebels, in pursuit of higher education, was being even more minoritised, in a space where we were already pretty marginalised. So, when Dr Miller looked at me that day, I knew she was saying we had to stick together, knew that I had to write a letter asking to be switched from my assigned tutor, who’d informed me they were relieved that they could call me Kiki instead of my full name, Kikiola. Due to the kind of benevolent racism you can count on – your white friend trying to set you up with the only Black guy she knows – I didn’t need to plead too much before my wish was granted, Dr Miller becoming my personal tutor, and quickly part of my university survival kit.

			‘So,’ Dr Miller reclined in her seat. ‘You are objectively one of the highest-achieving students that I teach—’

			‘You can just say the—’

			Dr Miller released a small, demure smile. ‘Well, you’ve had a little competition lately—’

			Impossible. ‘That’s funny, Dr Miller.’

			Dr Miller’s face betrayed no evidence that she was joking. I straightened. I took the 102 version of her class because it was the only module where: a) I was being taught by someone who saw me; and b) I could talk about Aunt Viv being replaced in Fresh Prince and relate it to racialised desirability politics. It was where I thrived, where my mind felt both at ease and challenged and where I also just so happened to virtually get straight firsts in every assignment. Dr Miller’s revelation was humbling.

			Dr Miller’s smile broadened at the look on my face, and she continued, ‘This is actually what I wanted to talk to you about. As you know, NYU Brooks Media & Art Institute is our sister college and every year every professor can nominate one second-year student to qualify for their summer programme of choice. It looks good on the CV, will boost you in the hunt for grad jobs and it’s a chance to experience something new, to expand your horizons. I know their Pop Media programme is perfect for you. Candidates will be paid and given the opportunity to rotate departments at a media house that includes audio, digital, television and print. Many people on the programme went on to work at the very organisations they shadowed. Have you heard of Temilola Lawal?’

			I swallowed. ‘Um, the culture journalist who just became the youngest person to win a Pulitzer for feature writing?’

			Dr Miller nodded. ‘She went on the programme. I think you’d be a great candidate.’

			‘Wait, Dr Miller, are you serious?’

			It was too much – of what I wanted to do, exactly what I had been waiting for – and it filled my chest till my giddiness spilled out of my mouth. The summer before university I’d missed out on a competitive media internship in London due to reasons I liked to file under ‘personal’. Too many feelings had hampered my ability think straight last time, my mind was too messy and my heart was too unharnessed. I had myself together this time. I was collected, controlled. In other words, I wasn’t about to fuck this up.

			Dr Miller’s eyes glinted. ‘I’m not joking. Jokes are rather tedious, don’t you think? I’ll email you the forms. Deadline is January. Now, I know you’ll do fine with the essay part of the application. It’s about the power of media and your personal connection to it, but you will also need an exceptional media-related, extracurricular project—’

			‘Oh, easy—’

			‘And I know you already have that with Brown Sugar,’ Dr Miller continued with a pointedly quirked brow, ‘which is wonderful, but your task concerns . . .’ She clicked on her laptop with a red, polished nail and pushed her glasses up. ‘“Building, creating or growing. The candidate will need to pursue and achieve tangible growth of a media project or platform, by diversifying the format or by building from scratch.” It’s about evolving what you already have and recording how you did it. A project plan—’

			‘Brown Sugar is already one of the most popular media platforms on campus—’

			‘Your base is commendable. Decent. Loyal. I’ve seen the numbers. But there is still room to grow. It’s a great show but there’s plenty of ways to improve it, if you want to. It might be worth doing some sort of survey to find out why the people who don’t listen, don’t listen.’

			I nodded, sat up, ‘OK. I mean, of course, I’ll do what I can to lift up the ratings, but surely, it’s not my job to chase listeners, right? They’re either with me or they’re not. I can’t contort myself into something I’m not—’

			Dr Miller smiled, a genteel glimmer of a sword. It told me she was about to sweetly read me, drag me, or both. ‘Kikiola,’ the force of my full name informed me that I was right. ‘Media is about staying true to your voice, of course, but it’s also about interacting with the people you’re communicating with. It’s not about talking at, it’s talking to – with.

			‘What do people want? How can it align with what you’re trying to achieve? Are you generating conversation or just providing didactic answers? You may have blind spots – in fact, I know that you do – especially when it comes to opening up to other people.’

			I usually didn’t mind Dr Miller using the operative word in ‘personal tutor’, but in this instance, it jarred. Couldn’t she just awkwardly ask me how I’m ‘coping’ with university and shove some pamphlets about student alcoholism my way, like a regular one?

			‘Dr Miller, I work in groups all the time in seminars!’

			Dr Miller raised a brow. ‘Kiki, when you’re put in a group, you don’t give space for other people’s ideas.’

			‘But in our mass media presentation Harry suggested that books should have the ability to be ingested through a serum we inject. It was worrying. Also, we need to talk about the counselling system in this school—’

			‘It was out-of-the-box thinking. Why don’t we question traditional modes of information? It was worth discussing, even if you did conclude that it lent itself too easily to eugenics and indoctrination,’ Her lips were a wry slant. ‘Another issue is that you do all the work and divide it among the group,’

			‘I do n—’

			‘I know your voice, and I hardly think a Patricia Hill Collins quote is coming from Percy. Kiki, I really want to be able to put you forward for this programme. You’re the perfect candidate. But I also want to see all you can be for it, and that means challenging yourself. Brown Sugar can be bigger, and I think that may include figuring out how you can work with the needs of your community.’

			My shoulders slumped, and I sat back in my chair. This wasn’t a stipulation, this was a glitch, a catch, like yes you have free tickets to a Drake concert, but you have to listen to white dudebros rapping it in your ear at a party for three hours straight beforehand. The formula worked. People wrote in and I responded – how else could I work with my community?

			I sighed. ‘Dr Miller, I hope I don’t sound arrogant here, but I know what I’m doing with Brown Sugar. I’m good at it. Can’t I figure out some other way to boost ratings?’

			Dr Miller’s lips pulled into a subtle smirk. ‘Kiki, it’s not arrogant to know what you’re good at. It’s arrogant to think you don’t need to grow. Find out what more you can do for your people. I know you’ll find a creative way to do it. I mean, every seminar you find a way to call Percy the same thing using different words.’ She sipped her coffee, hiding her tongue in her cheek.

			I tried to balance my elation that she believed in me with the fact that she was basically asking me to do the impossible. Brown Sugar was my space. Yeah, I shared it with other people, but I was safe behind it. Inviting other people’s opinions meant it was likely to fall out of my control, become messier. It meant I could mess up. I wasn’t in the habit of doing that.

			Dr Miller smiled widely. ‘What a sweet look of torment on your face. Look, I have something fun that could help. The student in my other seminar—’

			Ah, my nemesis.

			‘—is working on a new film. I’m their personal tutor too. They came to me asking if I thought the film was a good idea, and I do. They’re just missing something, and I think talking to you would help them. Likewise, I think you talking to them might help you come up with ideas to reach people. They’re personable, friendly—’

			‘Dr Miller, are you saying that I’m n—’

			‘You’re a delight, Kikiola, but people use consultants in media all the time. This student is bright and sharp. They’re also new, so I think you would be able to help them settle in. This person is different to your fellow seminar students, they’re more . . . your wavelength. You’ll work well together—’

			‘Oh, so they’re Black?’

			Dr Miller ignored me, possibly because answering that question would have risked her suspension. ‘I’ll email you some of their work. I think you’ll find it interesting.’

			I rubbed the bridge of my nose, prickling a little at my phantom academic nemesis. I wondered if she could pull off sideboob? Probably. It was tragic, perhaps, but school was my thing, my skill at it an anchor, and now, apparently, I needed a helper to achieve my goals.

			Dr Miller’s amber-brown eyes filled with warmth as she assessed me. ‘I want you to go to New York for this programme, Kikiola, and I really want to be able to give you the best shot of getting there. Give it a chance.’

			I wasn't sure if Dr Miller liked me or secretly hated my guts. Why go out of my way to entangle myself with other people when I was doing fine by myself? This was my fault for choosing a liberal arts university in England. Who does that? It’s not even the norm and now, because I didn’t choose to do biochemistry or law like a good Nigerian daughter, I had to suffer through some kind of holistic abstract learning experience with a stranger?! Put me through a Tort tournament, please. Maybe this was actually my parents’ fault. Their understanding and relative liberalness gave me the freedom to opt for a degree I’d enjoy rather than one that would set their mind at ease. Quite short-sighted of them to value my happiness. Being a lawyer wouldn’t even have been that bad. Sure, my soul might have become a calcified husk, but I would look great in a formal pencil skirt. I have a great butt.

			‘You have three months. Plenty of time. I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with for Brown Sugar.’ Dr Miller silenced any potential questions by putting her coffee down for the last time. ‘That’s enough for today. Enjoy your student party tonight. And thank you for not bringing me a flat white.’

			‘It wasn’t my pleasure at all.’

			She lifted her empty cup in salute.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			 

			An Afrobeat song was playing; skipped beats and melodies that smoothed around waist and hip, cajoling them to come out, come play. I wanted to come out, come play – or at the very least not think about New York or some irritant getting in the way of it. A rugged, low, sexy West African mandem voice pleading with babygehl not to kill him with that load she’s carrying (the load, if it wasn’t clear, is her butt) was pulsating through the speakers and mingling with the crisp autumn night. Aminah and I, positioned as the babyghels, moved through it, hips swaying, heels clicking and clopping against the asphalt as we walked the path to our gritty student bar, shabby on the outside, but the hottest rap video club on the inside. To us, anyway. Everything we did as Blackwellians, we did as a pastiche of the luxe life.

			Aminah and I walked with linked arms into the party, through the small, loose crowd that was kissing, laughing, smoking by the open backdoor of the little room annexed behind the Student Union. It parted to make way for us. Aminah and I weren’t popular or unpopular, we just were. Though previous experience had made me wary of making friends, Aminah and I formed a natural unit.

			We were placed in the same halls in first year and met four days after we moved in. We were taking out our bins at the same time one morning, both in our PJs – which happened to both be jersey shorts and tank tops – hair wrapped in satin scarves. We gave each other polite, silent nods and smiles, acknowledging the intrinsic kinship derived from makeshift pyjamas and Black womanhood, when a toga-clad drunken straggler who looked like his name was Chad, or possibly Brad, swayed past us in the courtyard, releasing fumes of alcohol. Like we could sense what was coming, we exchanged a glance. He smirked at us and called out, ‘Oi Destiny’s Child! Shake what your mama gave ya! Show me if I’m ready for this jelly!’ As if in rehearsal, both of us immediately dropped our trash bags and started cussing him out in sweet, tight harmony. ChadBrad started to sway away, startled, alarmed, but alcohol had slowed down his motion, so he had ended up staggering like a poisoned rat. This allowed Aminah to step forward and yank the hem of his toga, ignoring his yells, and leaving him naked bar a pair of boxers. It was then I realised that I was in love. She smiled, and I immediately beckoned at her to toss it to me. She did, trusting my instincts, probably encouraged by our riveting rendition of ‘Who the fuck do you think you are, you prick?’ earlier. I caught the reeking bed sheet between my thumb and forefinger and tossed it into the giant wheelie bins outside our building. We both immediately ran inside the glass doors, falling over ourselves, wheezing, grabbing each other for stability. She said to me that day, ‘You’re my friend by force now. I really don’t have the energy to go and make any more, so shall we just see how this goes?’ And so, we were friends by force, and I was grateful – I wasn’t sure I would have found the courage to be her friend without her declaration. I’d come to university bruised.

			Now, we stood outside of the cliques and the Blackwell industrial complex. We were a core unto ourselves, Brown Sugar lending us immunity from being too involved, and because of that, we found ourselves acting as intermediaries, ambassadors and impartial judges when called upon. This garnered us some respect, if not exactly warmth. It worked for me: I didn’t need to be too involved. I didn’t need a group; I didn’t want to be entangled in friendships that were just ways to run away from loneliness. I had Aminah, and I had Brown Sugar, and that was my community. I wanted to get my degree, secure my future and leave. That didn’t mean that I couldn’t have a good time along the way.

			The bar was steamy and dusky, smelling like Hugo Boss, fruity body sprays, Brazilian bundles toasted straight and the chemically floral-scented melange of hair products. Grease, spritz, gel and mousse used to primp to perfection. Amber and umber lights lit up the dark and saw twilight and sunset finding a home in heavily moisturised brown skin, making it glow with delicate force. The music seemed to make the walls of the old university bar pulsate, like it wasn’t already thrumming with the energy of around a hundred-odd kids overstuffed into its every crevice and cranny, waved on cheap vodka and dark liquor and arrogance, the kind of arrogance you get intrinsically when you’re young and fine. Guys with sharp shape-ups. Girls in dresses that flaunted their curves. Both feeling confident that they were likely to find someone to feel them as much as they were feeling themselves.

			This was our kingdom, where we came to unwind, escape, put our defences down every Friday after a week of our housemates, Ellie and Harry, asking us where we were from-from. This wasn’t the main student union party, where we had to have our shoulders braced and brows pre-arched as certain people who were so used to having access to the whole world couldn’t comprehend the cordoning off of one little peninsula and dropped ‘nigga’ like the ‘-a’ wouldn’t curdle into an ‘-er’ in their mouths when they were rapping along to Kanye. If we got into a fight, it would be us that got kicked out, like we were the ones who started it – like this particular fight hadn’t started a long, long time ago and it was proven, irrevocable, historical fact that we weren’t the ones to throw the first punch. Nah. None of that.

			This was our space.

			FreakyFridayz.

			[image: ]

			When I first arrived at Whitewell, the only events we had were overstuffed house parties in the home of a grad student who was far too old to be rubbing shoulders (etc.) with freshers, a few town hall meetings, where people just discussed what happened at the last house party, and a Black History Month ‘talent show’ that consisted mainly of us having to sit through mandem’s mediocre raps and bad spoken word. We were the only society on campus with no demarcated space. No land, no stake. The Rugby Society had the bar on Wednesday afternoons, the Young Conservatives had their afternoon tea parties on Thursdays, and the Whitewell Knights had their gin and (C)oke nights there on Tuesdays.

			Early on, Aminah had dragged me to a Blackwell Society meeting. (‘Let’s just try to be social. For once. See what happens. Kofi said they’re ordering pizza today. If you break out in a rash, I promise I’ll carry you away on my back.’). I sat in the back of the lecture hall, legs hunched up against the seat in front of me, listening to the president, Zack Kingsford, half-English, half-Nigerian, fully a prick, fully a snack, asking for donations to rent a place in town for a party (fifty each, far more than would have been needed). When a voice called out, ‘Why do all that shit when we could throw a club night?’ I thought that someone else had the precise thought I had at the exact same time, until I realised that everybody in the lecture hall was staring at me and that the voice had sounded eerily like my own. I didn’t come to these things. I barely spoke to anybody outside of the confines of Brown Sugar and so I guess people were shocked to hear me. I was shocked.
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