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For the women who came before me, 
especially Joyce Ivy Nelson (May 22, 1934–February 22, 2022)

Thank you for all the love






PROLOGUE NICOLE Before


NICOLE OFTEN wondered what had happened to the body.

A few months after she arrived in Lagos, a body appeared in the lagoon close to the compound, bobbing along in a blanket of trash, a bloated starfish facedown in the water.

The barrel-shaped torso and splayed limbs, blackened where the skin was exposed, greenish-yellow where submerged, suggested it was a man.

She stared through the railings for a long time despite the stench. He was so close she could have reached him with a pole. From a distance, the lagoon’s surface had appeared smooth, a mirror to the sky, but now, for the first time, she really saw the trash that came and went in this bottleneck between Tarkwa Bay and Victoria Island, the random shit the city spewed out: a minestrone of sweet wrappers, cardboard fragments, buckled coat hangers, paint pot lids, foils from biscuits, split Indomie noodle packets, buckets with holes in them, cut grasses, jagged shards of wood, polystyrene food trays, Spar plastic bags, pure water sachets, corroded poles, a flash mob of flip-flop parts, all of it turning over in the heat like a spit roast.

She was not alone in her interest. A white heron balanced on a cracked bucket, its long orange beak swiveling as it appraised the various articles nearby. Two men had moored their low-slung canoe a respectful distance from the house and cast small nets. Neither party seemed to notice the body or her or the West African sun climbing toward its fiery zenith. The waiting fishermen were more focused on the waterfront mansion with its swaying palm trees, sparkling swimming pool, and verdant garden, trying to imagine life on the other side of the electrified barbed-wire-topped fence.

Daydreaming as such, it was as if they were all seeing, but not really, the rotten fruit, soda bottles, the twisted inner sole of a shoe, and the body, bumping up and down in tandem with everything else. They were oblivious to just another piece of garbage. Perhaps to them, a body was just a body; she knew there were occasionally dead animals in the water—cows, pigs, dogs, rats; and the smell was just the smell.

“Close the windows, so the stink doesn’t come in,” Tonye said. Her husband refused to look outside. When she mentioned calling the police, he scoffed at the idea. “In this Nigeria?”

“And what happens to the body?” she asked.

“What happens to the trash?” Tonye shrugged. “Who knows?”

She remembered a strange feeling after he said that. Tension in her shoulders. At the time she didn’t understand it, but now she knew it was fear. She was afraid. She’d never been afraid of him before.






CHAPTER ONE CLAUDINE After


THE LAST upload had been six months ago, in January. Nicole had posted only one photo of her, Tonye, and their two little sons next to a Batman-themed birthday cake outside in the garden. She looked very pretty posing in a white summer dress, Tonye’s arm around her. Claudine traced their smiles with her finger.

“Phone off now, please!” The air hostess waited impatiently in the aisle until Claudine pressed the power button and the screen went dark.

Claudine settled back in her window seat and watched the Heathrow tarmac fall away. Slanted raindrops lashed the glass. Rain, rain, go away. She wouldn’t miss the awful British summer. A thundering went through the aircraft, then a billowing sheet of cloud enveloped them, followed by a great calm and relief that it was too late to change her mind.

Through the intercom came the pilot’s announcement that the flight would be six hours to Lagos, arriving around 6 p.m. local time. The weather would be 75 degrees Fahrenheit at their destination and sunny. She hoped she wouldn’t get to the house too late to ask questions. She didn’t want to have to wait until tomorrow. Another night with Nicole still missing, no word on whether she was alive or dead, was bad enough. But at least Claudine would be there. Waiting for news thousands of miles away back in London, powerless to help, unable to do anything but watch the flies creep from one end of the window to the other, had been unbearable.

Penny hadn’t thought Claudine should go to Nigeria to find out what had happened. “This ain’t on you, Claud,” her sister had said. “You might’ve raised her, but you and Nicole haven’t been close for years. Why go looking for someone who left and didn’t look back?” Penny’s question was fair. When Claudine didn’t respond, she added, “It’s not safe in Nigeria. Isn’t there a war going on there with the Muslims? Boko—Boko something? They kidnapped all those girls. Hundreds of them. And I saw this program on BBC Two—Welcome to Lagos, it was called—where everyone lived on a rubbish dump. Everyone. They lived on it. The rubbish! How you supposed to find Nicole in a place like that? Bet Tonye forced her to move there.”

Here we go again with the Nigeria-bashing convention, Claudine had thought. Never mind Nicole’s husband and picture-perfect life. Being happy for someone was too much to ask in their family, so they had to peck it apart at every opportunity, going on about Nigeria as if Jamaica didn’t have any poverty or corruption. What did they know about it? If you believed the pictures posted on social media, Nicole lived in a mansion by the water with a beautiful garden and a swimming pool. She had expensive clothes, even those shoes with red bottoms. She enjoyed parties and holidays, surrounded herself with rich friends.

But Claudine had learned not to get into it with Penny, whose hindsight was as bad as her foresight, always coming up with ridiculous revelations about things that happened years ago, like her insistence that her name was actually Pauletta, but Mummy had changed it to Penny on account of her being brown like a penny. That she knew there was something wrong with Len. And now, that Nicole had been forced to move to Nigeria. Honestly, you couldn’t make up half of what came out of Penny’s mouth.

Funny, Penny had been the first to cry when Claudine relayed the news about Nicole’s disappearance, that she had gone on a boat trip in Lagos and hadn’t come back. That there had been no sign of her since, that Tonye thought it was possible she had drowned in the lagoon. Claudine hadn’t cried. She wasn’t a crier. What good would crying do anyway? She had simply watched Mummy, Penny, and Michael—what was left of the Roberts family in the UK after almost fifty years—carrying on for Jesus as if she’d announced Nicole was dead. A Punch and Judy puppet show in the simple dining room of their nondescript semi with double-glazed windows in the middle of a street one wouldn’t remember in deepest, darkest South London. That’s how it went with them. Penny, crying for attention; Michael, overexcited, cursing at the moon; Mummy, striking her chest with her fist, calling on God with all his known aliases, meantime her eyes probably drier than concrete. None of it meant a damn thing. If Nicole was dead, all the howling in the world wouldn’t bring her back.

Claudine’s coworkers at Fashion Maxx were less fussed about her going to Nigeria. They helped her find some things she might need on the trip. A strong cross-body handbag with hidden inner pockets so she couldn’t easily be pickpocketed. Some running shoes for all the walking she would have to do, and plenty of T-shirts. It was bound to be very hot.

“They say the sky’s much bigger over in Africa,” said one coworker, who had never left the UK due to a fear of flying and her dislike of the French. Everything she knew about the world came from the Pick Me Up! magazines she read on her lunch breaks. Claudine hadn’t told them the full story, only that she urgently had to visit her niece, who had married a Nigerian man and was living out there. Another coworker’s advice was more practical. She’d spent her childhood in Nigeria but had been wrestling with mystery immigration problems ever since her arrival in the UK and couldn’t go back. “You’ll be fine,” she had said. “Just stick with the people you know.”

That could be a problem.

“Complimentary champagne, madam?” the hostess asked.

Claudine took the glass, resting it on the mini tray table beside her. “Thank you. What movie are you showing today?”

“You choose the movie. Use your fingers and select whatever you want to watch.” The hostess pressed the screen, flashing up the various options. “First time flying?”

“It’s been a while,” said Claudine. “And I’ve never sat in business class before.”

“This is premium economy, but we’ll take the compliment.” The hostess laughed. Claudine was confused. The last time she had flown, thirty years ago, there’d been no such thing as premium economy. She’d sat in economy. So what was the point of business? What on earth was in first class? She couldn’t imagine. Still, nice of Tonye to pay for it all. Tonye had also said someone would meet her when she got off the plane and escort her to a car that would take her to the compound. He didn’t have to do all this. He hadn’t wanted her to come at all.

The hostess demonstrated how to recline the chair, upending Claudine so her feet jerked into the air. “And here’s your menu card,” she said, tucking a fancy folded menu into the seat pocket. “We’re likely to experience a little turbulence in this weather, so keep your seat belt on, and if you need anything at all, I’m right here.” She tapped her name badge. “Annie.”

Turbulence? Lord have mercy. The seat next to Claudine was vacant, but most of the nearby rows were filled. Many passengers seemed to be Nigerian, some already dressed for home in their brightly patterned fabrics. Just like Jamaicans heading home, they’d paid no mind to the baggage allowance and stuffed the overhead bins to bursting. She’d barely found room for her one carry-on. If they were to hit turbulence, the bins would fly open and the bric-a-brac would fly out, killing them all.

Claudine gulped her champagne quickly. Mind you, what were a few clouds compared to the storm she was likely flying into? She pictured the Oruwaris waiting for her to arrive, Tonye’s father grim-faced as he had been throughout Tonye and Nicole’s nuptials. “Like King Jaffe Joffer in Coming to America,” Penny had hissed, watching them from across the aisle.

Two days ago, Claudine had called Tonye. “No word about the boat? Or the people Nicole was with? Have you checked all the hospitals?”

“My people are working through all that,” he had said. “We can only wait.”

“But it’s been almost a week already. What are you waiting for?” Claudine thought of manhunts she had seen on the telly. Volunteers combing the forest with torches. Police out with their dogs to search for scents. TV appeals. It didn’t sound like anything similar was happening in Lagos to find Nicole.

“Well, we’ve had to rule out other things. Kidnapping. Her not wanting to make contact. Various factors. But let’s talk again in a few days. If I find out anything in the meantime, I’ll be sure to let you know.” He cleared his throat.

Claudine was quiet for a moment. Let you know. Something in his tone had sounded painfully familiar, reminded her of her youngest sister Jackie’s death. That was what the family liaison officer had said while looking at his watch. And he never did come back to let them know exactly how Jackie had died. It had been a formality, just something said to end a conversation.

“What do you mean about her not wanting to make contact?” she finally asked.

“Sorry, what?”

“You said you had to rule out Nicole not wanting to make contact.”

“It’s… something the police said.”

“But not wanting to make contact? Why wouldn’t she want to?”

“It doesn’t mean anything. Rest assured. Just procedure. They consider all possibilities.”

Claudine breathed deeply. “I think I’d better come out there, Tonye.”

“Out where?” he said, suddenly sounding much closer to the receiver. “To Lagos?”

“Yes, there are too many unanswered questions. I want to be there, talk to the police, help any way I can.”

“But, auntie, why?” he said. “Everything is under control. We are talking to the police.”

“So I shouldn’t come?”

“I mean, come if you’d like. I really don’t see what you’re going to do here. You’ve not even been to Nigeria before. We have a certain way of doing things.”

“I’d like to see the children,” she said firmly. “And at least one relative should be representing our family. We have a certain way of doing things too.”

Tonye had little to say after that, and the call soon ended. He’d even asked why. Why? As if she had no business going. Like a typical man, he’d assumed she’d go along with anything he had to say, and he seemed shocked that she, any of them, would care enough to travel there. Bloody cheek. It was difficult to shake off the feeling that Tonye was holding back a lot more. But at least it gave her hope that Nicole was still alive. She could be stranded somewhere, lying in a hospital, hurt but alive. Until Claudine laid eyes on Nicole’s body herself, she wouldn’t believe it.

Claudine fiddled with the entertainment screen and scrolled through the movie selection, deciding on Unforgiven. She didn’t think she had seen it before, but the opening scene of a house, a tree, and someone digging underneath it seemed familiar. The house was plain. The tree was bare, but its network of branches fanned up and outward across the sunset, shading the person digging. Of course she thought of 49 Nedford Road and the pear tree by the living room window that grew thirsty and full of itself in summer, shrank shorn and sharp in winter.

Even if she had already watched Unforgiven, it would have been years ago, and so much from the past was hazy now, things done or said completely forgotten. Time didn’t heal exactly, but crushed memories under its weight until they were no longer visible. Mercifully in most cases. At her age, you had to really want to remember, and in her shoes, who would want to? Looking back hurt too much. What if she’d done this differently, that differently? Never gone to the park that day? Life was hard enough without dragging all that shit along too.

Oh, Nicole, she fretted. Where are you?

She forced herself to pay attention to Unforgiven. It was the kind of movie she liked, with all the elements of a good Western, a tin-pot town in the middle of nowhere, pretty women in distress, everyone hell-bent on justice. Clint Eastwood. Good old Clint. It was no Rawhide, though. The memory of those Saturday mornings, curled up in front of the gas fire as a child, watching Rawhide with her siblings, flashed up, vivid, scalding, too painful to enjoy. It wasn’t a childhood you would wish on anyone. It wasn’t a childhood.

In her line of sight across the aisle were two little girls: one whose black shoes barely touched the floor and a slightly older one who held her hand protectively. Similarly dressed in pink cardigans with white blouses underneath, and sky-blue skirts with lacy knee-high socks. Sitting upright, so prim and proper on the wide seats, they looked just like dollies on the shelf in a toy store.

When food was served, Claudine nibbled at the chicken and jollof rice she had chosen. At least their food was nice and spicy. She’d never been one to jump to conclusions like Mummy and Penny did, that everything Nigerian was “bad” and “wicked.” She’d liked Tonye the first time Nicole brought him to Nedford Road. “Too dark,” Mummy had whispered loudly, squinting at him suspiciously. But even Mummy couldn’t deny he was very handsome. Not a pretty face. No fine features and long lashes, not a light-skinned Harry Belafonte, whose songs Mummy would hum while kneading wet dough into dumplings, but a tall, broad-shouldered man with large eyes and a smile that made everyone feel happy. His beauty was in his solidness. His large, capable hands, his self-assurance. Everything about him looked stable. Regal. He looked you right in the eye when he spoke. And so polite, so charming, responding graciously as Mummy peppered him with ridiculous questions like, did they eat monkeys in Nigeria?

But since Tonye’s call, she didn’t know about him anymore. He’d sounded so cold, so emotionless. No tears. No urgency. Nothing you’d expect from someone whose wife had gone missing. Polite as ever, but no answers to any of her questions. Said he didn’t know anything except that she went on a boat trip on Sunday, July 6, and didn’t make it home. He couldn’t tell Claudine who Nicole had gone on the trip with, where she went, what had happened to the boat, if she was dead or alive or was kidnapped or even had just run off somewhere. Claudine had barely slept for worrying about it.

The last photo of Tonye and Nicole showed a man in love with his wife, but pictures could lie. Men lied all the time. Men held you in their arms and lied and smiled and lied. Too lie! Even with their last breath. Tea arrived. An extra bag, milk and two sugars. She sipped, and felt better. A good cuppa always made things better.

Claudine glanced over at the girls again. The older one was helping the younger one with her snacks. Something about them reminded her of herself and Penny. They must have been about the same ages when they’d traveled to the UK from Jamaica for the first time. But these girls looked impossibly young. So vulnerable. Like babies. Even though she’d been practically the same age as Penny, she’d always mothered her like that little girl was doing now—taking the other girl’s hand and telling her everything was going to be okay. Claudine knew what that felt like. The crushing weight of responsibility. To step up when no one else would.



CLAUDINE OPENED her eyes to lights on in the cabin and a flurry of activity as passengers threw off their blankets and made last dashes to the toilets. The seat belt sign came on, and the pilot announced they should prepare for landing.

Unforgiven had long since finished, but she couldn’t remember how it ended. She noticed the two little girls were gone.

“I hope you had a nice rest,” said Annie, appearing at her elbow. “Do you need help returning your seat to the upright position?”

Claudine nodded gratefully as Annie jerked her up.

“Annie, what happened to those two little girls sitting there?” She pointed to where they’d been.

“Two little girls?” asked Annie, looking around the cabin. “I didn’t see them. Were they bothering you?”

“No, not at all. They were sitting right there for most of the flight, then they just disappeared. One bigger girl, one smaller. I think they were traveling alone.”

Annie shook her head and stowed Claudine’s tray. “Those seats have been empty the whole flight. I think I would have noticed two little nuggets sitting there. And we don’t allow children under fourteen to fly alone anymore. Are you sure you didn’t mean another row?”

Claudine frowned, then smiled quickly. “Must be my mistake. Thank you, Annie.” She chastised herself for drinking the champagne and braced as the plane seemed to nose-dive toward land.






CHAPTER TWO NICOLE Before Lagos


TIMI LOOPED through the garden and screamed in delight, a blue-and-red Spitfire, arms stretched out, cape fluttering behind him. Nicole smiled as he zigzagged toward the lagoon, then the house, followed by his friends and three-year-old brother in a synchronized display of childish joy.

“Hey, Mummy!” Timi passed the present table, where Nicole was rearranging the stack of gifts people had brought. She watched the children crash-land on the bouncy castle in a shrieking heap. Then they were off again, wheeling across the grass.

She was thankful he either hadn’t noticed or wasn’t bothered his dad wasn’t there yet, but it bothered her. Other fathers were there. By now, most of the guests had arrived. The sun had settled down and the soothing lagoon breeze had lured the parents out from under the canopies onto the lawn where they mingled, watching their children enjoy the various attractions: a photo booth complete with a collection of oversized glasses, feather boas, and outrageous hats for guests to photograph themselves in; an entertainer dressed as Batman who knew all the moves to “Gangnam Style”; a “real” pizza parlor; a bouncy castle; a climbing frame; candy floss and ice cream stands. Tonye was all that was missing now. She hadn’t seen him all day, and he hadn’t responded to messages.

Nicole checked her phone again. Still nothing. She blinked, willing herself not to cry. If she started, she didn’t know if she could stop, and people would think she was crying because her husband was late for their son’s fifth birthday. It wasn’t that. Not really. She had texted Tonye yesterday that they needed to talk and hadn’t seen him since. She tried not to think about what she’d found in his suitcase. If he was avoiding her, she’d kill him, she really would.

By the time she woke that morning, Tonye had been gone. The sheets on his side of the bed were rumpled but cold to the touch, showing he had slept beside her at some point. She had lain listening to a distorted Muslim call to prayer carrying over from the warship moored farther up the lagoon, wondering what had been so pressing for Tonye to leave before sunrise.

There were places he sometimes went early on a Saturday: to the gym, riding while it was still cool, or running the Lekki Bridge with a friend. But he’d known she needed to speak to him that morning, before people arrived. Yesterday afternoon she had looked for him in his office on the compound, but he’d gone out riding. She’d tried again when he returned, but after showering he left immediately, declaring he was running late for General Ishaku’s lavish eightieth birthday bash in LAD. “More of a networking event,” he’d said as an explanation for not inviting her along. Before going to bed, she’d texted him to say they really needed to talk in the morning. His early disappearance was conspicuous.

Nicole faced away from the party, pretending to stack presents and tidy the goody bags on the end of the table. In Tonye’s defense, men often came late to their children’s parties. They left the women to it. No one else seemed to have noticed his absence. They were distracted by the views, the house. She watched guests strolling under the palm trees by the waterfront, craning to look at the gray warship on the horizon. Farther along the coastline, the first few finished skyscrapers of the LAD—Lagos Atlantic Dream project—were visible. Beyond, the ocean shimmered into golden sky. She saw a couple pointing up at the vastness of the tiered-wedding-cake mansion, the classical Roman columns, the decorative stucco on the balconies. She imagined their conversation. Does it have to be Versailles every time? Why are we like this when we get money? Naturally, they would change everything. Get rid of the columns and all those pretentious swirls, put glass everywhere, like in Los Angeles. And of course, the end result would be infinitely more tasteful. It’s not how much you can spend; it’s a question of class.

She allowed a laugh and told herself to relax. She was worrying about nothing.

Imani, a fellow Nigerwife, approached with a warm hello, her twin girls and nanny in tow. The girls, who looked like miniature versions of their mother in their summer dresses, hair in a twist-out, the same confidence and poise, presented Nicole with a gift, which she accepted with a smile and set on the table.

“This view is insane,” Imani said in her amped American accent, hands on hips. The girls rushed off, their nanny running to keep up. “I would never expect this in the middle of Victoria Island.”

Nicole had heard that a lot today. First-time visitors always seemed shocked to find this pocket of serenity and sky just off Ahmadu Bello Way, one of Victoria Island’s most gridlocked streets. In the dusty, pockmarked back roads behind the shopping mall, there was no hint of the palatial waterfront compounds just meters away. It was only when you entered the house or walked around the side that you suddenly saw the silvery-blue lagoon and deserted islands, not a soul in sight. The view was the star attraction of this property, the thing that made people wonder how much money Chief was worth.

Imani seemed to make a big show of inhaling everything like a bouquet: the calm water, the agreeable sun, the graceful palms. Nicole wished she also could take a long, slow breath, but her chest was too tight. She straightened the row of goody bags, then began checking the contents of each, even though she’d filled them herself earlier.

“And look at you,” Imani said. “Gorgeous. You really snapped back after number two.”

Nicole laughed. Too thin, Chief had said recently, wagging his finger. Our wife, people will say you are not happy.

Imani looked around the party, shading her eyes from the sun that was now almost eye level across the water.

“Everything looks amazing. You’ve gone all out. Pizza parlor, candy floss, and an ice cream stall!”

Nicole smiled. “I know, it’s a lot. Probably too much.” But it still didn’t feel like enough. She could imagine the Nigerwives saying on the way home that the party was nothing special—only one bouncy castle, no Ferris wheel, no railway train, no roller-skating rink, not even proper champagne. That they expected more from the Oruwaris.

“Where is everyone?” Imani asked, meaning the other Nigerwives. Nicole gestured to the huddle of women at the far end of the lawn, easily identifiable by their foreignness—not just their differing phenotypes but their short summer dresses, espadrilles, sun hats, and H&M tops. The open invite had been posted in their WhatsApp group, but she was surprised so many had come. She’d drifted away from meetings after her friend Christina abruptly left Nigeria, not being close to anyone else. But quite a few had shown up regardless and on time, even a few she hadn’t met before. The Nigerwives were close, despite their frequent arguments. What was their saying again? “Sisters All”? They looked out for each other. Besides, who didn’t like a party in Lagos?

“Come back to meetings,” said Imani. “We miss you.”

“I will,” Nicole promised. “It’s just been…” She faltered. “You know how it is.”

“And where’s Tonye?”

Nicole dropped the goody bag in her hand, its contents scattering on the ground. She scrambled after them. A pack of colored pencils, a ruler, a sticker pad, sweets, a stupid pocket arcade game that probably wouldn’t even work. Imani bent down to help, passing items back to her. “Is everything okay?” she asked gently.

“Yes, yes.” Nicole was quick to smile. She dared not go into how she really felt. She didn’t want Imani running off to the other Nigerwives full of questions about her. Imani was head of the welfare committee. She’d heard Imani had “files” on all the Nigerwives, a running joke, maybe. She shoved everything back into the paper bag and clambered to her feet.

“Tonye had some last-minute business.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “You know these men. They leave the parties to us.” She laughed.

“I sure do know these men,” said Imani dryly. Her tone and stare made Nicole acutely uncomfortable. Did Imani know something about Tonye? She was almost tempted to ask.

“I should go find him,” Nicole said after a moment. “He’s probably at his desk working. Work, work, work.” She squeezed the brightness out of herself. “That’s all they do, isn’t it? I’ll be back shortly.”

Nicole walked toward the house, feeling Imani’s eyes still on her. She looked back just as Imani reached the Nigerwives, saw how they absorbed her into their mass, and it pierced her heart, remembering how much she was a part of things until she wasn’t.

It was a relief to finally enter the cool, dark central atrium, quiet as a church, away from the heat and noise of the party, all those eyes. And thank God there were no staff around. She leaned against a pillar. It had been a long day.

The house had looked so large when she’d first arrived in Lagos with Timi, not yet walking, in her arms. She had to bend her head back to look up at the roof. Three floors, a fifty-foot-high foyer, and a view straight down to the lagoon. Enormous chandeliers and supersized sofas. Giant family portraits hung on the walls, like in an English great house. It was so large everyone had their “quarters,” their own sitting room and bathroom. Chief and Mother-in-Law had obviously been inspired by their visits to Italy, since much of the original furniture was brightly colored, buttery Italian leather. The central ceiling had even been painted with a nod to the Sistine Chapel, the heavens opening up to reveal fat white cherubs blowing trumpets. And everywhere was bling, bling, bling: gold rosette medallions on the balustrades, gilded floral appliqué on the door casings and entrance tiles, countless expensive objets d’art like imitation Fabergé eggs, ornate candles, crystal vases, that sort of thing. But the luster had come off her life there. Perhaps the luster had come off her, and that was why Tonye was barely home. He hardly seemed to notice her these days.

Nicole approached Chief’s office, where Tonye’s and his father’s voices floated through the dark corridor. “Now is a great time to invest,” Tonye was saying with what sounded like veiled frustration. She paused outside. “An apartment for just over a million dollars now will hold its value, even if they never finish the city.”

“After the subsidence from their constant dredging, ruining this coastline, this is how you want to reward them—with my money?” Chief said, sounding testy. Nicole suppressed a laugh, knowing how much the random rumbling from the ground beneath them had unsettled him. It bothered her too, the strangest sensation, like the house was levitating. Though it lasted only seconds at a time, it was long enough to make her dizzy and stay up until 3 a.m. googling earthquakes in Lagos.

“LAD is here now, Dad. They’re clearing out the squatters from Bar Beach. The Dubai of Africa is happening.”

“What is here? What is happening? Property speculation will ruin everyone.”

“The oil price is up. We have a new president. It’s a good time. We are the sleeping giant of Africa, soon to awake like Sleeping Beauty.”

Chief’s laugh became a groan. “Sleeping Beauty. What prince will kiss us and wake us from this coma?” Another bellow of laughter, then the sound of Tonye joining in halfheartedly.

“Can I just look into it? There’s a lot of optimism. I was talking with the Khourys last night, and—”

“Stay away from those boys.” Chief’s tone shifted. “Their father is in bed with that Northerner, that crooked former general Ishaku. If your dealings with such people go bad, I can’t protect you. A lot can still go wrong with that project, and they are beyond ordinary justice.”

“But, Dad—” Nicole heard the high note of frustration in Tonye’s voice and felt briefly sorry for him. He had such great ideas, but Chief didn’t want to loosen the reins.

“Be patient, Tonye. You’re handling things well. The farm in Epe is yielding strong catfish. The hotel in Bayelsa is doing as well as can be expected. Focus on your house now. Your boys. Give me more grandchildren. Have I not provided? The time to strike out on your own will come one day. Keep up the good work.”

Nicole took a moment to straighten her dress, wicking away the sweat beads that had sprung up on her face, then entered the office to see Tonye seated on a chair opposite his father’s gold and mahogany desk. Tonye’s defeated expression turned into a smile when he saw her. He looked guilty too, slapping his forehead as if only now remembering the party. At least he was dressed for it, in the white trad she’d picked out to match her dress.

Chief wore his usual Ijaw attire, a collarless knee-length white tunic shirt buttoned up to the neck, a decorative diamantée fob chain looping down his chest and across his breast pocket, and black trousers underneath. A black felt gambler hat lay on the desk beside a ceremonial gold-topped cane that leaned against his chair. He smiled at Nicole, sharp eyes assessing her.

“Our wife,” he said, waving her in. “How is the party going?”

Nicole smiled. “It is going well, Dad. How are you?” She approached him and leaned over the desk to kiss his cheek.

Chief nodded.

“Tonye, our guests are asking for you,” she said. “I asked Bilal to fetch you.”

“Yes, yes, of course. Give me a minute. I was just telling Dad about an urgent business opportunity. This LAD project, you know. Gotta get in there quick.” He turned back to his father, who looked at his gold watch.

“Don’t worry, we can resume later.”

“But what do you—”

“Tonye, let us focus on your first son today. I’ll join you outside later.”

Cut off, Tonye hesitated before closing his laptop. At least he didn’t seem suspicious or worried about anything she might say. As he made some parting comments to his father, she looked around at the family portraits on the wall. There was a framed group photo of Tonye and his sisters with their parents. They all looked so young. It must have been taken about twenty years ago. Chief was slimmer with more hair, seated in the middle on an ornate chair. His children stood directly behind him in traditional gold fabrics. One sister was on either side of Tonye, both wearing geles on their heads. On one side, Mother-in-Law leaned over Chief as if cradling him fondly. It might have been for his sixtieth, years before Nicole started dating Tonye. Directly opposite Chief’s desk was the painting of Tonye’s older brother, who’d died young in a swimming accident, standing amid the heavens with an enigmatic smile and a halo of light shining around him. The portrait imagined the tall and handsome young man he might have become, not unlike Tonye. This family. There were photos of her and Tonye and the grandchildren in the hallway, near the front door. But this wall she always felt was more for Chief’s memories. His idea of who the Oruwaris were. The way he liked to think of them, of himself.

“Okay, let’s go.” Tonye ushered Nicole out of the room. As they walked through the corridor, he said, “What’s the hurry anyway that you needed Bilal to ‘fetch’ me, like a small boy?”

“We started at three.”

“I thought it was four.” He sounded genuinely surprised, and she was about to list all the reminders she’d given him until he chuckled and patted her shoulder. “You mustn’t get so stressed about these things. It’s mostly your Nigerwives anyway, isn’t it? More time for you all to complain about how terrible Nigeria is.” She heard a rattle of laughter in his throat and ignored him. They reached the door and paused, taking each other in. “Nice dress,” he said. “My pretty wife.” He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “You wanted to speak to me?”

He was acting so normal now, as if nothing was amiss, and perhaps nothing was, she thought. There could be a reasonable explanation for what she had found, and she could forgive anything if he just explained.

“Later,” she said. He shrugged and headed out onto the patio. When they arrived at the lawn, the adults under the canopy applauded him without irony. It put him in a good mood; she could tell by the way he posed laughing, as if it were his birthday. The emcee hailed him, and Tonye gamely hoisted Timi onto his back and galloped up and down the lawn while the photographer snapped away. Then there was the dads’ gele-tying competition: the fathers sitting on a row of plastic chairs, haplessly trying to fasten the shiny women’s head wraps around their own heads in sixty seconds, something that could take twenty minutes. It had everyone laughing and clapping for Tonye once more.

He joined the men sitting together by the tables under the white canopies. Most wore starched trad, like him, and were dark-skinned, the thicker side of athletic now with square shoulders and similar expansive laughs. The sons of big men, traditional providers. The laughter was part of this world, an identifier that said, I’m here.

He sat with his back to the water. He always sat facing away. But the men wouldn’t know that. They went to the same schools and were forever telling stories about their adventures. They seemed to know so much about each other. But not the important things.

The other family members showed up in time for the cake cutting. Chief and Mother-in-Law undertook a regal tour of the attractions. Mother-in-Law congratulated Nicole on the setup. Tonye’s sisters, Abi and Tamara, fussed over Timi and Tari. They all posed together for the photographer. As the birthday boy plunged the long knife into the fondant icing, Tonye put an arm around Nicole and grinned. It felt real. But as the shuttering stopped, he spotted someone on the lawn he wanted to speak to and walked off, leaving Nicole alone.



THAT EVENING, after the last stragglers followed the sunlight home, leaving scattered juice boxes and popped balloons all over the grass, Nicole found Tonye in their dressing room. He had showered and changed into another trad, a black tunic this time, with velvet trim at the collar and along the waistband of the pants. “You’re going out?” Nicole asked. She was exhausted herself. Standing in the sun for hours had drained her.

A lot of thought had gone into the room’s design, which had wall-to-wall lacquered white closet shelving and a matching central round table. They had imported everything from South Africa. It was no mean feat for their steward, Samuel, to keep all the clothes folded, shoes polished, and surfaces spotless to Tonye’s exacting standards. A white leather sofa and matching sectional footstools formed a semicircle on one side of the room. Her glittering party shoes were neatly arranged on display in one glass cabinet, her rainbow of designer bags in another. Tonye’s feet sank into the deep pile rug as he lightly sprayed cologne over himself, humming “Gangnam Style,” focusing on his reflection in the full-length mirror.

“Polo club.” Tonye went to the metal safe at the bottom of the closet, entered the combination, and retrieved one of his watches and a money clip of notes.

Her heart sank. Even if he had said the Silver Fox, she would have felt better about it. Strip clubs had rules. The only rule for the after-hours polo club was that you couldn’t bring your wife.

“I’ve been trying to speak to you all day. Is that why you were avoiding me?” she asked.

He shrugged and contemplated a row of sandals. Gucci, Hermès, Prada. “So, what is it?”

Nicole produced a plastic package from behind her back. She held it up so they both could see. The image on the packaging showed a woman in lacy underwear and silver leather hooker heels lying on her tummy with her wrists and feet tied taut behind her, making a bow out of her body. She faced the camera awkwardly, her mouth open in a sort of cry, but her eyes knowing, consenting, after a fashion.

He had the grace to look startled.

“Hog-ties?” she asked. He reassumed his unfazed demeanor.

“Digging in my suitcase?” He shook his head dismissively, picked up Louis Vuitton flip-flops, and sat down on a footstool to put them on. “I brought them in for a friend,” he said casually. She’d expected him to say this. It was a possibility. People often asked friends to bring in something small they couldn’t get in Lagos. But this wasn’t one of the usual things.

“What kind of friend wants hog-ties? Why would anyone want something like that?”

He rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t concern you.”

“And this hotel receipt? From your blazer pocket?” She showed it to him. A Google search had revealed the hotel was a tucked-away boutique place on Victoria Island not far from the compound. “Why did you need a room?”

He just glanced at it. “This is all very childish,” he said with a sigh. “It was a conference room for a business meeting. Sometimes I prefer to do business outside the house.”

“But it says a king-sized room.”

“They mislabeled it. It’s nothing. Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Dramatic?”

“You’re losing it.” He patted his pockets and looked around.

She was the one losing it? She wasn’t the one with hog-ties in her carry-on. Hog-ties! She wanted to scream it. She snatched his wallet off the central table and held on to it for just a second. He still didn’t care. He knew there was nothing she could do. Where could she go? Who could she tell about something like this? It would spread like wildfire. The shame.

She handed the wallet to him. With a grunt, he slipped it into his pocket.

“We still need to talk about it, though,” she said. “And that isn’t the only thing.”

“You need help. Sitting around the house in your pajamas all day, going through my things, making up stories. Too much time on your hands is driving you crazy.”

There was some truth to this. The days went quickly and then not quickly enough. She didn’t know why all of a sudden the children were home and she was still not showered or dressed. The hours passed in a haze. It didn’t seem to matter whether she stayed in bed or not. The tiles were still mopped clean, smelling of Pine-Sol. The nanny, Blessing, bathed and fed the boys, took them to school, picked them up. Nicole hadn’t thought anyone noticed what she did all day or what she wore.

“I’m not saying I don’t believe you,” she explained. And the truth was that she desperately wanted to believe him, to feel his desire for her, to receive any plausible explanation for the hog-ties, the nightly disappearances, to know there weren’t other women, something Imani or the Nigerwives might know about, or even if there had been, that it was over. “Perhaps we both need help. Some kind of couples therapy. Things haven’t been great for a while, but you never want to talk about it.”

He let out a short laugh. “Therapy.” He paused as if there was something else he was forgetting. Nicole passed him his house keys, and his eyes flickered to hers. “You look tired,” he said. “Rest.”

Prickly tears began forcing their way out. As soon as he saw them, he groaned and stood up.

“Save your tears, abeg. There are no victims in this house,” he snapped, then let out a short, bemused laugh.

Without thinking, she swung her right arm and hit him in the face with the package. He yelled as it connected and left a small gash just above his right eye.

They were both mesmerized by the warm, thick red drops that sprouted. He touched the wound, and the blood dripped down his fingers and onto the floor. She was holding her breath.

“You cut me.” Tonye staggered as if she’d hit him with a brick. Calculating his unsteadiness, Nicole thought he might faint in a dramatic six-foot-two-inch heap.

“You should sit down,” she said. He obeyed, dropping onto the sofa. She yanked a handful of tissues out of the enameled box beside his perfumes and thrust them at him. With a baleful look in his free eye, he pressed them to his injured one and dabbed dolefully, checking the amount of blood spotting the white tissue each time. “Keep it there,” she said. “It’s just a nick.”

Nicole had never been a violent person, rarely, if ever, hitting the boys. That was more Tonye’s thing, what he called “necessary discipline.” She had certainly never attacked Tonye before, not once in their seven years together. She was surprised it gave her so much pleasure—the moment the sharp edge of the packaging connected with his face, the resulting yelp that came from him. It felt briefly satisfying to pierce his smugness, to see him suddenly at a loss, no smart comments, no laughing at her. Of course, the feeling passed as quickly as it arrived, and she was filled with remorse. Overwhelmed once more by a feeling of powerlessness and futility, she sank into the sofa next to him. She wanted to put a hand on his arm but didn’t dare. Already he was shifting, gathering his things. The blood had dried. And she was discarded along with the bloodstained tissues. Now he moved with increasing urgency. Out of the dressing room. He didn’t even look at her. She heard his steps across the tiled hallway. And then the door to their apartment closed. They would never talk about this again. There was so much about him that he didn’t want her to know. He would come home later, get into bed, and the next day their picture-perfect life would resume.

After he left, Nicole picked up the package of hog-ties and went outside. She couldn’t put it in the rubbish bins, where Samuel might see it, or Blessing, or someone else. Staff talked. The sensor lights came on hard and bright, illuminating her way through the dark garden. She walked gingerly across the lawn, hearing all sorts of noises. The night was for darting lizards, bats spinning through the sky, crabs scuttling around; she rarely came out here after dark. Arriving at the waterfront, she slipped the hog-ties through the railings, and they dropped—plop!—into the lagoon, which smelled like car exhaust in the humid night. But better diesel than dead things. The package slowly filled with murky water, sinking until it disappeared.






CHAPTER THREE CLAUDINE After


DEEP BLUE and starry, the Lagos twilight reminded Claudine of that song “Blue Velvet.” Looking around at the other passengers hurrying to their cars, the waiting taxis, and the patrolling soldiers, she was almost surprised at herself. She really was in Nigeria. She hadn’t known what to expect, but everything had gone smoothly so far, contrary to Penny’s predictions of chaos. Tonye had arranged for an official to escort her through immigration and for a driver and an armed police officer to pick her up. Soon she was en route to the Oruwari house.

As they headed along the highway, she peered out of the car window half-hoping, however wild the possibility, to suddenly spot Nicole in the gloom, at a bus stop or in a crowd, to recognize a flash of her light skin or the afro hair Nicole had always refused to straighten. But through the tinted windows, everything looked much darker. Only a sickly yellow glow from occasional roadside kiosks revealed the shadowy figures of pedestrians. It was like looking for someone underwater.

After a while, they were on a bridge high above an inky void and the world on either side of the car fell away completely. Was it the lagoon? She wanted to ask the men in front, but they didn’t seem conversational, although they had been very polite. Overly so. They had bowed at first meeting her.

The lagoon seemed very wide. You’d have to be a strong swimmer to cross it. Nicole had had swimming lessons at school but wasn’t that kind of swimmer. If Nicole had fallen into the middle, could she have swum over to one of the banks? Claudine toyed with the possibilities. Tiredness tugged at her, pulling her eyelids down after so many days hardly sleeping. She sat up straighter. She couldn’t sleep now. She had to keep looking. It especially wouldn’t make sense to fall asleep with the two men she’d refused to trust with her carry-on, which lay beside her on the backseat where she could see it. After the bridge, the road got busier again. There was more lighting. Office buildings, fast-food restaurants, furniture shops, supermarkets, billboards flashed past. Even though it was late, people were still out shopping, dining, exiting cars. They passed a group of men praying on carpets by the side of the road, kneeling, their heads to the ground. Here and there, the streets looked rough. Derelict buildings, unfinished or in disrepair, stood out in ghostly contrast to an otherwise bustling city, and holes in the pavement gaped like missing teeth.

Penny was right about one thing. The photos Nicole posted on Instagram, fabulous parties, her wonderful home, and her rich friends, didn’t show the whole truth about Lagos.

They soon juddered into a dusty side street next to a busy shopping mall, passing makeshift street-food stalls around which men sat on benches eating. Now the buildings started to get more residential, to look fancier, big houses and white-painted apartment blocks with balconies and palm trees peeking over high walls. At last they arrived at a set of tall gates and entered a brightly lit courtyard containing several expensive cars, then drove around a fountain with a statue of a praying white Jesus in the middle. Mummy would love that, thought Claudine. Pink bougainvillea skirted the walls. Lush plants sprang from ornate flowerpots as big as barrels. And the house itself loomed white and intimidating like something out of Miami Vice, mirrored windows reflecting the now-black sky.

The driver stopped. “Ma, we are here.”

As he opened Claudine’s car door, a man in a white buttoned jacket exited the house. He bowed and greeted her on the threshold before retrieving her suitcase from the car. Claudine followed him through a doorway twice the height of the doors on Nedford Road, inwardly cursing her carry-on for squeaking loudly over the marble floor.

He gestured to a chair by a pillar, and she sat down gingerly, taking in the gold-framed mirrors and chandeliers, the Gone with the Wind twin staircases, and the high ceiling painted with a mural of white angels in a blue sky like that one in Italy. An impressive home, to be sure. She’d felt the weight of it as soon as she’d walked in.

Claudine looked around at all the gleaming, shiny things, recognizing some of them from Nicole’s Instagram posts. Personally, she’d pick Nedford Road over this place in a heartbeat. Home might not be glamorous—the sofa sagged, and the only treasures in their cabinets were out-of-date coins and old remote controls they were keeping for Armageddon—but it was more comfortable than this house for all its frills, and people who needed so much to be happy generally weren’t.

Tonye appeared in the hallway, followed by another uniformed servant. Tonye, in a well-ironed tunic and matching trousers, struck her as minuscule against the ridiculous proportions of the house, not the imposing man who made their living room at Nedford Road seem so small. As he drew closer, she saw the tiredness, his furrowed brow, hair thinner on top with early speckles of gray around the sides, and the faint hope he’d have some good news died. He seemed so changed. The excitement of youth and its possibilities was gone. It goes for everyone in the end, she supposed. Even those who have it all.

“Auntie, good to see you.” He smiled and hugged her. His warmth surprised her, and the hug made her a little emotional. They didn’t do those in her family. As Claudine had left for the airport, Mummy just said, “Tek care ah yourself, Claud,” and Claudine replied, “You too.” Both women held themselves tightly, in case something fell out. But what? What were they afraid of?

“Was there any more news?” she said, even though she had asked just before boarding the plane. “Have you checked all the hospitals?”

“Please, auntie. It’s not a day’s work.”

“I just thought—you said your people were on it.”

He looked pained. “There are thousands of health facilities of all kinds in Lagos. Even narrowing it down by area, still hundreds, so it will take more time. It’s frustrating. We’re doing all we can.”

She was disappointed, even though she suspected she was being unfair. Why, she wondered, were his people not on the phone now, working around the clock? She watched him go to the front door and fold a wad of notes into the hands of the driver and the guard. They bowed to him as they had done to her.

After they left, he asked, “How was your flight? No trouble at the airport?”

“Everything went all right, thank you.”

“Samuel will take your bags upstairs to your room,” Tonye said. “You should eat, though. We have some food ready for you.”

She let Samuel take the suitcase but held on to her carry-on for a second too long. Feeling them watching her, she stiffened. “I just don’t want to lose track of my things,” she explained. “This is a big house.”

“No problem.” Tonye smiled, seeming to understand how anxious she was, and ushered her through a door to another reception area and into what seemed like a separate apartment. Nicole had said they had their own part of the house, and this looked more like a place Nicole would live in. A shoe rack by the door held flip-flops. There was a coffee table with books. Still very fancy, but not as over-the-top as the rest. Nicole wasn’t a showy person, even if she liked nice things.

Claudine followed him into a living room with a dining table at one end, bright with lamps. At the other end was a cozy sitting area with a large television unit and sectional sofas set around it. Floor-to-ceiling blinds covered the windows. On a side table, Claudine noticed a collection of framed photos of the boys. She stopped and picked one up briefly. She’d last seen them in person just after Nicole had given birth to Tari in London. Timi had been only two at the time. They wouldn’t know her.

The dining table was laid with a covered bowl of chicken in tomato sauce and another of plain white rice. Samuel arrived to remove the covers and pour juice into tall glasses. She sat down at the table and spooned some food onto her plate. She was hungry by now, and again, the food was delicious. She didn’t usually cook with tomato unless making Bolognese, but this sauce was interestingly peppery with a curry undertone she wasn’t expecting and a satisfying sweetness. Tonye joined her at the table but didn’t eat. He sipped some sort of liquor from a crystal glass and enquired about Mummy and the rest of her family. He was still handsome in his way. The silver flecks in his hair suited him. He remembered Penny, had to be reminded about Michael, who ran a Caribbean restaurant, and Yvonne, who lived in Florida. He only dimly remembered Papason, her father, whom he’d met the one time at his wedding. She explained how Papason was still living in Jamaica, happily watching the world go by from his veranda.

“I can see why your father would prefer Jamaica to the UK,” said Tonye, nodding. “Maybe it’s something about us men. Eventually we want to go home.”

Men and their wants, Claudine thought. They want what they want and blow the consequences.

“Do you think Nicole will come home?” she asked.

Tonye looked down at his glass.

“I kept looking for her through the car window on the drive from the airport,” said Claudine.

“On the road from the airport? Why?”

“Silly of me, I know, but I couldn’t help it. I think she’s still alive, waiting to be found. What about you?”

“What about me?” He sounded defensive.

“Do you think she’s still alive?”

“It’s hard to know.”

“You still think she drowned?”

“It’s easy to drown around here.” She raised her eyebrows at the matter-of-fact way he spoke. “The water is deceptive. People underestimate it. They think because they can swim or feel the ground under their feet that they’re safe. That a life vest will save them or one of their friends will pull them out. They don’t understand the threat is not where they can see or feel it but where they can’t. By the time you realize you’re in trouble, it’s too late.”

Claudine frowned. Did he care about his wife at all? She opened her mouth to question him further, but Tonye looked at his watch. It glittered under the light.

“I’m sure you’re tired. Let me show you to your room, auntie.” He called for Samuel. “My family wishes to have breakfast with you in the morning.” He patted her arm. “They’re really happy you’ve come.”

She doubted that. She wanted to ask more questions, but it was late. She felt the tiredness pressing on her from all sides. “So we’ll talk tomorrow?”

“Yes, it would be better.”

They left the living room and took a more ordinary stairway leading up to the second floor. She allowed Tonye to lift her carry-on case up the stairs and asked after the boys.

“You’ll see them at breakfast,” he said. “They’ll be looking forward to seeing you. They need the distraction. They think Mummy has just traveled. We still haven’t told them what’s happened.” He winced at the thought. “I keep hoping we won’t have to.”

They arrived at a bedroom decorated with feminine colors, pinks, a rug on the tiled floor, a walk-in closet, an en suite bathroom, and a dressing table. Claudine was relieved to see her suitcase in the middle of the room.

“Whose room is this?”

“Just an overflow room for Nicole’s things. A woman can never have too many shoes,” he said, wheeling her carry-on over to the bed. “There’s water on your nightstand.” He pointed to the two small bottles of Nestlé water. “Blessing, the children’s nanny, will be here early if you need anything. Just call out for her.” He paused in the doorway, his tall frame filling it. “You know, seeing you here, you look like her. You could be her mother.” Then, looking embarrassed, he said, “I mean—”

“Well, I’m the closest thing she’s got,” said Claudine.

He nodded. He stood awkwardly for a moment, as if at a loss. “Good night.” He shut the door behind him quietly.

The water is deceptive. What on earth was Tonye going on about? She still didn’t know what to make of him, whether she could trust him or not. Not that she had any choice. She’d noticed that he’d not wanted to get into the details, hurried her off to bed as soon as she’d started asking questions. But it was late and she was so tired, her thoughts swam in her head.

She walked around the room and entered the closet, looking at the many fabrics, the dresses, the shoes on the shelves. Some of them were unworn, tags hanging from various items. A faint smell of perfume hung in the air, heavy and sweet like the smell of tobacco plants at night. She inhaled it and went to the dressing table, opening drawers and feeling around. You never knew what you might find. But it was only the usual: makeup brushes, lipsticks, hair bonnets, combs. She checked out Nicole’s pots and potions. She picked one up—Crème de la Mer—and uncapped it. Looked like the Pond’s cold cream she and Penny had rubbed on their faces in their twenties, hoping never to look old. They took it for granted that they would grow old. She scooped out a dollop and rubbed her hands together, then closed the jar and returned it to its original spot.

Eventually she decided to get dressed for sleep. A white mosquito net was suspended from the ceiling over the bed. She laid her case flat on the floor with a slight bang and unlocked the combination. She took out a new nightdress, midcalf-length with cap sleeves, sprinkled with tiny blue and green flowers. Thin material. She’d thought the nights here would be hot, but the room was cold. High on the wall, the AC quietly pooled dry, chilled air into the room. From somewhere outside the house she could hear chug ah chug ah chug ah like an old man’s chesty breathing. She went to the window and pulled the curtain aside, but there was nothing to see except her own reflection against the night.
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