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Advance Praise for For Such a Time as This


 


‘Shani Akilah is a glittering new voice in the literary firmament. With insight and compassion she gets under the skin and inside the messy relationships of millennials in a way that feels vital and fresh.’ 


Bernardine Evaristo, author of Girl, Woman, Other, winner of the Booker Prize


 


‘Set against the backdrops of London, Ghana and Jamaica, Shani has produced the paginated equivalent of that first toe dipping into a steaming bath – a sparkling, thought-provoking debut collection full of warmth, that gingerly guides you through the turmoil of the pandemic and sits you at the intersection of love, grief, uncertainty and the tender bonds of friendship and family.’ 


Onyi Nwabineli, author of Allow Me to Introduce Myself


 


‘For Such a Time as This is like one of those amazing, timeless albums where any song you select, you’re guaranteed to enjoy it. All the stories are heartachingly beautiful. You’ll have this book on repeat!’ 


Lizzie Damilola Blackburn, author of


Yinka, Where is Your Huzband?


 


‘I raced through these moreish, tender and thoroughly engrossing slices of contemporary life exploring love, loss, friendship, and the people and places we call home. There’s a warm and heartfelt quality to Shani’s writing that makes this collection difficult to put down.’


Jyoti Patel, author of The Things That We Lost


 


‘I devoured this in one day. This is such a special collection of stories, like a time capsule of young, Black British London life suffused with love and warmth.’ 


Jendella Benson, author of Hope & Glory


 


‘For Such a Time as This is a collection that, like its stories, leaves one wanting more. Readers are taken on a round-trip journey briefly but intensely through the full range of human emotions. It is a beautiful, gripping and humorously vivid work that puts Southeast Londoners on the map, and for that we are grateful and proud!’ 


Nikki Adebiyi, founder of Bounce Black


 


‘A rich collection of stories that are visceral, thought-provoking and convey every human emotion. Shani Akilah is a stunning and exciting new voice and a writer to watch.’ 


Nadine Matheson, author of The Jigsaw Man


 


‘Eloquent, accessible, and full of heart, these interconnected stories draw one into an unforgettable group of young, Black-British friends. Funny, thought provoking and deeply moving. An astonishing debut.’ 


Taiye Selasi, author of Ghana Must Go
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To my grandparents, Hyacinth, Roy,


Phyllis and Reginald, thank you for everything.










Intro: The Commute


It is the first week back after the slowed indulgence between Christmas and New Year, forgetting what day it is.


Movie marathons, vision board-making and impromptu gatherings with friends are no more. Instead, you’re joining the stream of commuters at Woolwich Arsenal, lightly tapping your bank card on the Oyster reader, its coral hue standing out amidst the crowd. On the escalator you do not stand but walk briskly down the left-hand side, a stark contrast to the leisurely rhythm of the previous day. Arriving on the lower ground, the platform is packed. But after three years of making this journey, you know exactly where you need to stand to get a seat.


The train is due in three minutes, so you open your bag and take out Children of Virtue and Vengeance, the January pick for the book club you co-run. Once on the carriage, you nestle into your preferred seat, ready to delve into the next chapter. But just before the door closes, you see a woman with a baby on board badge. The man sitting next to you with AirPods fixed in his ears pretends not to see her. The woman opposite has her eyes shut, a scarf wrapped around her face – a clear signal that her daily twenty-seven-minute power nap to Bank is not to be interrupted. No one readily offers their seat; the holiday season of goodwill is a distant memory. You stand, picking up your book and your bag, and give up your seat with a smile. You then take hold of the pole opposite with one hand.


No longer seated, you struggle to read as the driverless train jerks and twists along the meandering tracks of random stops through East London. You close your book, missing your usual twelve minutes of solace between your local station and Canning Town. Your eyes are taking in the outside views, dotted with dilapidated factories, when you spot a flash of red and orange on the far right of the carriage. The colours are overlaid with black and white, a tapestry of lines and curves. It is the front cover of your favourite book, the interwoven story of two sisters and their descendants, spanning multiple generations, each chapter part of the puzzle of connections past and present, from the motherland to the diaspora. It is the book that made you fall in love with fiction again after years of reading only journal articles and textbooks at university. You are intrigued. Your favourite book is in the hands of a man. Most of your male friends seem to read only biographies and self-help books. But the man before you is more than halfway through the most beautiful novel you have ever read. You are overcome with the desire to speak to him. You consider telling him about your Black women’s book club and the next biannual session, where you invite men to join the conversation. You think of his potential insights. Of what he might say. Of the contributions he could add to the meeting. But the train is packed. Maybe if you manoeuvre yourself closer to him, you could catch his eye. But he is immersed. Minutes go by and he doesn’t look up once.


There is a gradual slowing down of the train. The man begins to stand. You’re also getting off at the next station and decide that if you are quick enough, you can walk beside him as he leaves the carriage. Your mind scans through some potential conversation starters about the book he’s still holding. The doors open with a piercing shriek, and he takes a few steps forward. Just as you have decided what to say and have started edging towards the door, there is a tap on your shoulder.


You turn around and see a woman pointing to a strip of kente cloth on the floor. Your newest bookmark has fallen out of your novel. You reach down to pick it up and say thank you, and then leave the train, trying to find the man who is holding your favourite book. But he has disappeared, is nowhere to be seen. You begin your walk to Platform 4 for the Jubilee Line, the final leg of your journey. You think maybe you will see him, but there are so many people awaiting the train that is due in two minutes. You scan the orderly lines of city workers, engrossed in their phones and holding newspapers collected from previous journeys. You can’t see him. He could be anywhere. You realise it is an impossible task, and think it is a little creepy anyway. Instead, you make your way to the far end of the platform.


On board the second packed train of the morning, you reach for your phone. You open WhatsApp, home to the many group chats you have created over the years. A date has been agreed for your regular link-up with your friends from university. In another, your childhood friend sends her apologies and says she can’t make brunch this month because of work. On iMessage, your work friends confirm that they are free to meet for lunch at one. You have just liked a post on Instagram, a reminder of the upcoming twenty-one days of prayer and fasting at your church, when the Tube arrives at Canary Wharf. The doors open and there is a mass exodus, freeing up seats for you to sit down at last and return to your book.


As the Tube rattles through the various stations towards Central London, you look at the pages of your novel, but you are not taking in the words. You are thinking about the man who was reading your favourite book. You think that if the train hadn’t been as busy, not packed with people like sardines, you might have been able to reach him. That maybe if he and you had been sitting opposite each other, you might have been able to have a conversation. You think such a meeting could be the prologue to a wonderful story. A Black British romcom version of The Girl on the Train, but with a twist: The Man on the Train with a Book. You make a mental note for inspiration for a future short story, thinking of your New Year’s resolution of returning to your hobby of creative writing. And then, you return to reality. You return to your book.


You’ve read another ten pages when you hear the familiar announcement: ‘The doors will open on the right-hand side. Change for the Bakerloo, Northern, Waterloo and City, and National Rail services.’ Though it is not yet your stop, for some reason you look up and out to the platform. You see him. He sees you. The book is still in his hands. He smiles. And then the doors shut.


The train is moving again. You feel something akin to loss, though you don’t even know this man’s name. You don’t know anything about him. A gentle sigh escapes you and then you close your novel. You unwrap your silk scarf, revealing your now slicked edges and faux locs gathered together on your right shoulder. You open your bag, take out your work pass and bank card and tuck away your scarf and book. And then comes the announcement you haven’t heard since last year: ‘The next station is Westminster. Exit here for the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey.’


You depart the Tube and leave the platform via a side exit. You walk up three sets of escalators, weaving through tourists peppered throughout the station, many of whom stand on the left despite continual reminders to stand on the right-hand side. After tapping out, irked by commuters who fail to pre-emptively retrieve their cards from wallets before arriving at the barriers, you leave the station. In the underpass you stop and chat to the Big Issue seller for a little while. He comments like he always does on your smile, asks you about your Christmas break, and you wish each other a good day. You are disappointed not to see the Jamaican man with his guitar. He only ever plays a Bob Marley medley, but without fail he will interrupt his song as you pass to call out, ‘Hello, my sistah,’ a greeting that always brightens your morning.


Outside, you walk towards your place of work. At the entrance, you show your pass to the security guard, a formality because he knows your face. You wish each other a happy new year. You enter the building and walk through the gate, where on the other side of the barrier you see another of the many Black security guards that you talk to. He says it’s good to see you and wishes you good health and prosperity, especially prosperity, for 2020.


Inside the lift on your way to the fourth floor of the building, you think back to the man with your favourite book. You wonder if you will ever see him again. There are, after all, five days in which you go into the office. And after a much-needed break, you are back to your nine-to-five. Back to the routine of it all, another year waiting to be wrapped in a Spotify playlist.










Good Goodbye


For Gabby, 2021 was the year everyone got married. It was the year of proposals, engagement parties, weddings and posts on the Gram captioned I said yes to my best friend and Here’s to forever with the love of my life. It was the year she was asked to be a bridesmaid not once, not twice, but six times for friends from school, university and summer internships. It was the year aunties held her close and whispered, ‘Don’t worry, my dear, you are next’ and ‘Your huzband is coming o.’


But by year two of the pandemic, Gabby had completed her rebrand. She was no longer the sort of person who caught feelings, she caught flights. She was a ‘girlboss’ now, part of the ‘men are trash’ contingent, with no time for romantic attachments, only for securing the bag. She found the idea of being caught up in another person’s needs, their wants and insecurities, insufferable. To her, it was a sickness that got in the way of ambition. In all aspects, falling in love was a grave distraction. And she had things to do.


Nevertheless, she had her #BridesmaidDuties on lock and put her corporate training to good use, treating each wedding like a work project. She had an Excel spreadsheet of the best vendors for bridal shower balloon arches, and she knew where to obtain additional special touches like natural blush-pink pampas grass or a personalised banner with a matching cake stand. She knew where to source champagne satin robes with Bride Squad embroidered across the back for hen weekends, and where to get custom-made flute glasses for pre-drinks before the big day. She knew of the make-up artists who would have your face beat, giving you a soft glam look, versus the ones who went too hard on the contour and left you looking like a Bratz doll. She had on speed dial the stylists she found on Instagram who would have your edges laid and form a perfectly slicked high ponytail. If there was an award for best bridesmaid of the year, it would go to her every single time. To everyone that knew her, she was absolutely bossing this chapter of her life, like everything else she did.


As Wedding Number Five drew to an end though, and she watched her closest friend from law school begin her first dance with her now-husband, her stomach sank, her throat grew tight. The song that filled the room had once lived in a playlist. A playlist she had deleted years ago. It was a reminder of a life before the one she knew now. Of love, of butterflies and feeling intoxicated with joy. But then of happiness turned bad, corrupted. Before the song had reached its chorus, she disappeared into the bathroom, where she locked herself in a cubicle and cried.


 


For Jonathan, wedding season was also seasoning. Though not playing the role of serial groomsman or best man, he spent most weekends during the summer driving up and down the M25, attending weddings in Braintree, St Albans and Chelmsford. For him, weddings were an opportunity for enjoyment with the mandem, for dancing and drinking and getting pictures for the Gram, which he captioned Wedding Season [image: clip0004]⛪. He was often the life of the party, bringing energy to the dance floor and hyping up the groom as the DJ transitioned into the funky house set, reliving moments from their secondary school days. He was also the resident joker. The one to clear his throat as the wedding officiator asked if there was anyone who did not believe that these two people should be joined. And he was the first, along with his boys, to jump on the revolving video booth that spun at 360 degrees. The 120 frames that were captured in slow motion – the latest craze of the summer – would later be titled #WeddingEnjoyment on Twitter. For him, life was about working hard and playing harder. And weddings were a prime opportunity to get lit.


But this wedding was different. He had been invited at the last minute by his university friend David. It was a rare weekend where he wasn’t attending a day party, barbecue or impromptu games night, and so he turned up to the wedding even though he did not know the bride or groom in any depth. In his usual fashion, he arrived late, minutes before the bridal party entered the church.


And it was at that moment that he saw her.


A drowning sensation overcame him, making him feel as if he were losing control of his body. Somehow, despite moving in similar circles, he’d managed to avoid her over the last few years. But he’d always known this day would come. Like him, she was bait. But he did not think he would see her like this, ready to begin her descent down the aisle with the rest of the bridal party as the bride followed in their wake. But there she was, after what seemed like a lifetime, dressed in sunshine. She looked like a goddess: her ebony hair was longer than he remembered, and glowed in the natural light. Her body was more womanly now, her bum and breasts more accentuated. But just like the first time he’d met her, her smile was still the most perfect curve on her frame. He felt his stomach clench. She was the one who had said goodbye to him years ago and never looked back.


 


Five years earlier, Gabby was sitting in a pub, waiting. The setting made her skin crawl – its alcohol-saturated carpet and the smell of spirits mixed with must and wood. The walls were the colour of vomit, and grey mould crept up towards the ceiling. If the location wasn’t confirmation enough, when he arrived minutes after the agreed time, his outfit, a dark grey tracksuit, signalled that this certainly was not a date. She had arrived early as usual and was dressed in a beige blazer with blue jeans and heeled ankle boots. He had always valued comfort over the drip. It was something she still admired about him.


Jonathan took a seat opposite Gabby, leaving the chair next to her vacant. ‘So, here we are,’ he said. There were no pleasantries. No babe. No baby. No Gabs.


‘Here we are indeed,’ said Gabby, tired.


He was tired too.


‘How was your birthday?’ she asked. A few months ago, she had planned to go over and above, as she had done in previous years. A surprise party with his closest friends. A video message montage. Dinner at Gaucho. She had even thought about a city break somewhere in Europe. But when it came to it, she had just sent a generic happy birthday text, which he responded to more than twelve hours later. No emojis. No love hearts. No Gabs.


‘Yeah, it was really nice, thanks,’ he said with a smile that cut Gabby deep. It was another 21 November where she had cried herself to sleep, her pillow soaked in a mix of snot and cream for her acne. She hated how her love for him made her so weak. So out of control. So vulnerable.


‘So, how do you want to do this then?’ said Jonathan, leaning back in his chair. He removed his puffa jacket and took out his phone. Then he scrolled to his notes app ready to begin his soliloquy.


Gabby pulled in her chair and pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘To be honest with you, Jonathan, I don’t think there’s any point in us going into it all. We’ve been here so many times before.’ And it was true; she felt like she had lived this a hundred times.


Jonathan noted that Gabby had her serious face on.


‘We tried,’ she continued. ‘We tried so hard again. And it hasn’t worked. I think we just need to be cool with that.’


He sighed, deeping it all. ‘You’re right,’ he lied. He believed that this time they could work it out. He knew what he needed to do. Instead, he locked his phone and put it back into his pocket. ‘Why meet up then? We could have just spoken on the phone, no?’


Gabby looked at the surroundings, her eyes taking in the run-down pub. ‘Closure, I guess,’ she said with a faint smile, thinking about a tweet she had seen that claimed the ‘C’ word was in fact a scam. She had come to the decision weeks ago. She had told her girls in their group chat. She had even written a letter to her future self. And then in her journal that evening, she’d written down Maya Angelou’s words about believing people the first time they show you who they really are. She had agreed in advance that there was nothing he could say to change her mind. She could not enter another year like this. She had things to do. She had a plan for her career. She had a plan for her life. She needed it to be a clean break. Free from inconsistency and ambiguity. She needed to put herself first, leaving behind ideas of what he could be at the altar. She was done. Finished. For real this time.


 


In the toilets, Gabby tried to rectify the damage to her smudged make-up. She opened her clutch bag and located her MAC Dark Deep powder, which she used to pat under her eyes. She leaned further into the mirror and said, ‘Hold it together, sis, you’ve got this.’ She recited her morning affirmations: ‘I am strong, I am powerful, I can do anything I want to do if I put my mind to it.’ Taking out a worn toothbrush from her bag to touch up her edges, she whispered, ‘Don’t let him get in your head. You’ve come so far.’ She then used the corner of her longer-than-usual almond-shaped nail to neaten the eyeliner that had run slightly. She took a deep breath and smoothed down the mustard silk that hugged her hips, turning to view her side profile that had become more pronounced over the last few months – a result of her personal trainer’s insistence on squats and dead lifts. ‘You’ve got this,’ she said again. Then she left the bathroom and made her way to the dance floor, following the afrobeats blaring from the hallway.


 


Hours before, Jonathan had tried to keep himself inconspicuous. He had decided to keep a low profile, to not be seen by her. When David asked wagwan for him, questioning his unusually quiet demeanour, he lied and said he’d had a late night and was tired. Despite his best efforts to forget Gabby, he could not keep his eyes off her. He had watched as she walked down the aisle, her hand interlocked in an arm that wasn’t his. He noticed that her nails were longer, painted burgundy, his favourite colour. He had seen the tear that had fallen from her eye as the bride cried whilst repeating ‘I promise to love and cherish and honour you’ and tried to find a tissue in her bag. He observed from afar how she was starting to get tired from taking back-to-back pictures in the outside grounds, eyeing the canapés of vegetable spring rolls and plantain bruschetta as they passed. He noted that she looked slightly uncomfortable with the dance routine as the bridal party entered the reception, but that she had given it her all. And so of course he’d noticed when she’d got up and left at the sounds of the song that had once featured on their shared Spotify playlist. The playlist she had deleted.


 


Five years before, in the pub with its alcohol-saturated carpet, Gabby and Jonathan stood up. She took hold of her coat and bag. He always travelled light, so had to wait for what felt like hours whilst she got herself together. They walked to the door. He opened it for her.


‘Did you get the Tube?’ Jonathan asked as they stood outside the Royal Oak, somewhere Gabby already knew she’d never return to.


‘Nah, the DLR. Where did you park?’


‘Just a few roads away,’ he said.


Normally he would have dropped her home. Normally they would have stayed in his car for hours, parked not far from her parents’ house, talking, laughing and sharing kisses.


A strained silence lingered between them.


‘Bye Gabby,’ said Jonathan, reaching out for an embrace. She put her arms out towards him. They hugged. He smelt like caramel and Hugo Boss. She smelt the same as she did when they had first met at sixteen, her natural scent infused with the Britney Spears Midnight perfume that always reminded him of the Gabs who knew exactly what she wanted in life, even then. He had so much to say, but when he opened his mouth all that came was, ‘Gabs, I honestly do wish you well in everything.’


‘Same, Jon,’ she said, her eyes filling up.


Despite the pain, she did love him deeply. But she needed to love herself more. She wasn’t going to cry. That was what she had done last time, and the time before. She pulled away from him and fixed her scarf, which was now lopsided.


‘Bye, Jonathan,’ Gabby said and turned to begin her walk to the station, tears streaming down her face. She wasn’t going to let him see her cry. Instead she texted her girls’ group chat and said it was done. This was goodbye. For real this time. There would be no turning back for her.


 


Jonathan watched as Gabby left her table at the sound of the song they had once shared. It reminded him of the time when he’d half hoped she would turn back. How he’d wished she would have heard what he’d planned to say to her. How he had stood there for what felt like an eternity, watching her leave his life forever. He still thought about that moment from time to time. It lived rent-free in his heart and mind; it lived in his guilt. He knew that, for good or ill, she had been the making of him. That she was a woman he would never forget. Sometimes in bed at night, his mind would return to the pub, wondering if he could have done anything differently. Whether he could have apologised. Whether he could have declared that he could be the man she needed him to be, though he knew this wasn’t true. Whether he could have told the truth and said she was the only woman who really understood him. Whether he would have let her slip away so easily. But he reasoned that this was life. That there were things far worse things than heartbreak.


After the DJ finished the highlife set and the bridesmaids had flocked to the dance floor, picking up US dollars sprayed by aunties onto the newly-wed couple, Gabby walked over to the open bar at the back of the venue. She had been tasked with getting drinks for herself and the maid of honour, who had plans to get the videographer into bed after the night had ended. ‘Can I get two rum and Cokes please?’ she said at the bar.


Jonathan heard her before he saw her. And then she saw him.


He felt the sudden drowning sensation again. She felt her heart stop.


Together, they stood steps away from each other, the closest they had been since they had left the pub five years before. It was too late for Jonathan not to say anything now. ‘Hey, Gabby,’ he said, his voice barely audible.


Of all the places Gabby had thought she would see him, she hadn’t thought it would be here. Years ago she had made up different scenarios of what she would say, what she would do. She said she would play it cool. Show him that she was good, that she had moved on with her life. ‘Jonathan,’ she said, forgetting her lines. She should have been ready to say Hey, you alright? I’m doing great, byeeee niggaaaaa and kept it moving. But she forgot to remind him that it was Gabriella now. More professional, just like her. Instead, all she said was, ‘You’re here.’


‘Yeah, my boy invited me,’ said Jonathan with a smile, though there was nothing to smile about. He wanted the floor below his feet to swallow him whole. ‘You look well,’ he said. It was an understatement: she looked beautiful. Still the most beautiful woman he had ever come across.


‘Thank you,’ said Gabby, her eyes taking him in. She surveyed his full black beard, the day she’d bought him organic castor oil to help with the thickness coming to mind.


His eyes were still the colour of chestnut, the first thing she had noticed when they’d met in year twelve at a conference for top Black students. After one of the sessions, entitled ‘How to make the most of your time in first year’, her friend Niah from sixth form had played the role of matchmaker and introduced them, realising they both had plans to study history and politics at university.
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