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PRAISE FOR ’TIL DEATH



‘I could not put it down! ’Til Death is a compulsive thriller that has you desperate to know what happens next.’

Andy Darcy Theo, author of The Light that Blinds Us

‘Wickedly entertaining. ’Til Death is one of the most exciting debuts I’ve read in a long time.’

Bill Wood, author of Let’s Split Up

‘Thrilling and addictive in equal measures. Busayo Matuluko is a major new talent.’

Benjamin Dean, author of How to Die Famous

‘A stunning thriller. It’s got everything: drama, gossip, secrets… absolutely wonderful!’

Kate Weston, author of Murder on a School Night

‘Gossip, glamour and a gripping mystery that I couldn’t put down. Busayo Matuluko invites you into a Nigerian family full of heart, secrets and so much drama. I absolutely loved it.’

Kathryn Foxfield, author of Good Girls Die First

‘Get ready to fall in love! This captivating thriller transported me into a world of glitz, glamour and heartfelt drama so dimensional I felt I was one of the guests. Matuluko is a major talent.’

Jennifer Lynn Alvarez, author of Lies Like Wildfire

‘’Til Death is a YA thriller that pulls you in, grips you tight, and doesn’t let go. Busayo has arrived with this one. Prepare for a thrilling ride that is as satisfying as it is unexpected!’

Tomi Oyemakinde, author of The Changing Man

‘Funny, clever and authentic with so many twists and turns. Busayo has captured the Nigerian culture so brilliantly in her debut. Absolutely loved it!’

Abiola Bello, author of Love in Winter Wonderland

‘Matuluko spins a vibrant cast of characters through this exciting mystery filled with heart and humour.’

Aleema Omotoni, author of Everyone’s Thinking It

‘An unputdownable YA thriller with the perfect blend of gossip, mystery and danger. Set in the heart of Lagos and beautifully infused with Yoruba culture, ’Til Death includes the Wedding of the Decade that all readers will crave to attend.’

Anam Iqbal, author of The Exes

‘I raced through it. Intriguing, exciting and full of mysteries, with characters who felt so real I want to hang out with them.’

Emily Barr, author of The One Memory of Flora Banks

‘A sharp, witty, immersive debut with a captivating setting and characters you’ll love as much as you distrust.’

Rufaro Faith Mazarura, author of Let the Games Begin

‘Intricately crafted and brilliantly layered, this debut thriller is filled with nail biting suspense, captivating family drama and a meaningful exploration of living with a chronic illness.’

Hayley Dennings, author of This Ravenous Fate

‘The glamour, complex family dynamics and juicy gossip kept me flipping the pages just as much as the desire to solve the gripping mystery. Busayo Matuluko’s debut is one to remember!’

Channelle Desamours, author of Needy Little Things








[image: 'Til Death, by Busayo Matuluko. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney | Toronto | New Delhi.]






To my father, who is sadly no longer with us, and yet I still feel him all around me.

Your sacrifices and love inspire me to want to do better. I hope to continue making you proud.

Sun re o, Baba mi.

To Zainab and Kemi, my biggest cheerleaders, my favourite people.

Thank you for your unwavering support. I hope I keep you forever.

To sickle cell warriors, those who are still with us and those who aren’t.

Your strength and resilience is admirable. Your courage in facing every obstacle is inspiring.

I am so glad you were put on this earth.
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LAGOS BRIDE POISONED AT THE STAR-STUDDED WEDDING EVENT OF THE YEAR

IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE THE HAPPIEST DAY OF HER LIFE, UNTIL GUESTS HAD TO PERFORM CPR ON THE BRIDE AND WHISK HER AWAY TO HOSPITAL…

Dérins[image: image of small latin o with acute accent and dot below]lá Oyinlola, Lagos bride, established economist, and featured up-and-coming ‘It Girl’ in our blog post The Instagram Pages You Should Be Watching in 2024, was ‘poisoned’ last Saturday at her traditional wedding. Before things took a sinister turn, guests were calling it ‘the event of the year’ on their social media pages.

Sources say that Dérin was ‘happily dancing’ when, suddenly, she started clutching her chest, her eyes rolled back, and she fell to the ground. The bride’s cousin had to start CPR on her almost immediately, soon followed by a renowned cardiologist who was luckily in attendance at the wedding. At this time, he has declined to comment.

Guests stood and watched the horrific events until a fire alarm went off, forcing an evacuation. It has been reported that a stampede was closely avoided. Dérin was rushed to the hospital as soon as paramedics arrived. But that might not have been fast enough due to, you guessed it: Lagos traffic.

Naija Gossip Lounge has reported on the chaos and drama that has plagued Dérin’s wedding season. Could this be the final – and literal – nail in the coffin for our bride?

Readers, do we think she partied too hard, or is there something, or someone, more sinister involved? Comment your thoughts below.

You know gossip doesn’t sleep, and neither do I.

xoxo
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THREE WEEKS EARLIER
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WEDDING SEASON IS IN FULL SWING AS BRIDE DÉRIN OYINLOLA WEDS KAYODE AKINLOLA

Dérins[image: image of small latin o with acute accent and dot below]la Oyinlola – daughter of affluent businesspeople and Sickle Cell activists Olútáy[image: image of small latin letter o with grave accent and dot below] and Zainab Oyinlola – has a busy three weeks ahead of her as she counts down to both her traditional and white nuptials, which her mother has boasted to be ‘the weddings of the decade’.

Dérin has always been one to watch, with her trend-setting outfits and gorgeous soft glam looks. Returning from studying at university in the UK, she has established herself as an economist of the future while jet-setting and influencing on the side. Who says we can’t have it all?

More eyes will be on her now as she’s set to wed the only son of one of the wealthiest banking dynasties in Nigeria, Kayode Akinlola, at the young age of twenty-two. Kayode plans to be a paediatrician… How cute.

Fans of Dérin have given the pair the hashtag #OyinBecomesAkin since their last names both end the same way.

    It’ll be interesting to see if Dérin can top Àdúràt[image: image of small latin o with acute accent and dot below]lá’s wedding last year, when she captivated the hearts of many Nigerians with her skin-like illusion tulle wedding dress alone. Àdúrà still hasn’t revealed the designer, but that didn’t stop copycats trying to replicate her look. What do they say? Imitation is the best form of flattery…

We wonder how similar Dérin’s wedding will be to Àdúrà’s… Or if she can even reach that level of sophistication, seeing as she’s hired an amateur wedding planner.

Trust me when I say, I’ll have all the latest scoops on this wedding.

You know gossip doesn’t sleep, and neither do I.

xoxo
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CHAPTER ONE

There is a special type of obsession Nigerian parents have with being early for flights.

It is the reason why Mum insisted we arrived at Heathrow airport six hours before our actual flight.

I’m currently nursing a headache, weighed down by fabric wrapped around my body and on my head, because Mum can’t pack within airline weight guidelines. All so she’ll have enough gifts for her relatives in Nigeria, because heaven forbid she disgrace herself by showing up empty handed.

That’s another thing Nigerian parents are obsessed with.

Their image.

One day that will be the thing that kills them. But for now, it’s slowly killing me.

We’ve been stopped by customs at Murtala Muhammed International Airport. I use the word ‘stopped’ lightly because they were always going to search our luggage. It’s tradition whenever you arrive in Lagos, even if you carry only a laptop bag.

This time though, I might have snuck a few too many mystery novels and true-crime books into my brother’s luggage, wherever they could fit. It wasn’t like he needed the space. He packed as if he’s staying at his friend’s uni accommodation for a few nights, and not like we’re going to be in Lagos for five weeks for our favourite cousin’s traditional and white weddings. Besides, he said I could pack my books in his suitcase – he just forgot to specify how many. As the oldest, Babs has always looked out for me, even when I annoy him. He’s only two years older but it feels like he’s my third parent. Babs is also the only one in the house who takes my love of true crime seriously.

Love is an intense downplay. An unhealthy but extremely rational obsession might be more accurate, all thanks to Uncle Damola, my mum’s brother and an actual detective, who got me interested in the topic when I was younger. I know they say turning a hobby into a career is the worst thing you can do because it sucks the joy out of it, but I can’t ever see that happening for me. I can’t wait to start my Criminology degree so I can direct my passion into something useful.

Well, let me correct myself.

Law with Criminology.

The Criminology part of my degree, like my desire to study criminal justice and maybe become a private investigator, doesn’t exist in my parents’ eyes. Dad wants me to go into family law because ‘divorce makes money, and money makes the world go round’. Mum has no real preference; she just wants the bragging rights, especially because Babs is in his second year of Medicine. If I become a lawyer and Babs a surgeon like our parents have dreamed, Mum will be practically untouchable amongst the aunties. Although that dream will soon be squashed when she realizes that Babs doesn’t want to do surgery and I… well. Don’t want to do Law.

The fact that I spend my time researching cases, reading books and watching documentaries about murder mysteries, instead of reading ‘normal’ novels or watching ‘nice’ shows on Netflix like the rest of my friends, deeply worries Mum. Shakes her spirit even.

That’s why I’ve been struggling since last year to tell my parents that I have no interest whatsoever in studying Law. I promised myself that I would use this summer holiday, before university starts, to finally talk to my parents about how there are careers in Criminology. But three weeks have gone by already with zero progress made.

Ever since I was young, when Uncle Damola would babysit and tell us the PG versions of his cases, I’ve been fixated on solving mysteries. From finding out who stole my friend Reneé’s toy water gun before she could show it off during Golden Time in primary school (surprisingly, it was our teacher, who said the toy was ‘inappropriate’), to the mysterious broken cup at the back of the kitchen sink rack last month. (That was Dad. He broke it during one of his frequent late-night feasts and tried to hide it.) No matter how hard I try, I can’t get into laws and legislation, and that’s not an easy thing to tell your parents who have been planning your law career since the first time you won an argument against them. When I added Criminology to my Law degree on my UCAS application, Dad acted like I was committing an offence by putting my efforts into something else. Sometimes I think they believe I just plucked it out of the air, or I used a random number generator to go to page forty-five of a university prospectus and chose Criminology.

Anyways, now my love, or reasonable obsession, is about to get me in trouble at Murtala Muhammed International Airport.

‘Aunty, what do you have for us today?’ a portly, badly balding security guard asks, grinning widely as he looks through our things. Mum stares him down, not budging in spite of his tricks. His smile drops when he sees her death stare. They clearly don’t know that they’re messing with not only a native, but a killer negotiator. The guard’s tone changes, fear mixing with audacity when he says, ‘Ah, but, Madam, you know this bag is heavy. I’m even surprised they let you take it on the plane. And these books. How can we be sure you didn’t smuggle anything in them?’

‘Do you think security back in London wouldn’t have checked? I’m supposed to believe that you can do a better job?’ Mum says, her tone becoming increasingly irritated because we’ve been held up for twenty minutes now. The man eyes our bags once more, rummaging around for God knows what.

‘Madam, if you want to pass, you’ll have to pay a hundred thousand naira. One hundred and fifty thousand, and I won’t even slice the books open,’ he says, his voice low.

I want to protest for the safety of my books, but I know as soon as he hears my accent, the price will hike up higher. I settle for a squeak instead.

‘One hundred thousand?’ Mum yells, catching the attention of people around us. She starts cussing the guard out in Yoruba for wasting her time. The man shushes her and I groan inwardly. Big mistake.

‘Don’t tell me to shush. One hundred thousand, fún kíni? To bring clothes into the country?’

‘Ma, please, keep your voice down. Don’t be cheap, it’s only fifty pound sterling I’m asking for.’ He uses his hands to signal that she should lower her tone. I laugh to myself; he clearly doesn’t know that he’s met his match. Babs isn’t paying any attention; he’s still half asleep from the journey and has sat himself on a nearby metal chair. He looks like he’s a stray, with the amount of clothes layered on him. I cried headache so I got the least of it and only had to wear a bright blue gèlè over my long box braids, and two cardigans tied around my waist. Mum starts to get irate and asks the man to bring his supervisor down.

‘Ah.’ The man rubs his bald head nervously. ‘It doesn’t have to be like that… You know what, normally I wouldn’t do this, but just for you.’ He finally closes our bags. ‘You can go. It’s okay.’

‘Better.’ Mum kisses her teeth, then we walk off with our luggage. ‘Useless man. Babs, let’s go,’ she tells my brother, then turns to me and says, ‘Lara, call your daddy and tell him we’ll be waiting by the exit.’

When we get outside, the heat hits me like a baseball bat – you would think I’d be used to it after our biennial trips, but it is always a shock. I immediately have to take the gèlè off of my head before it worsens my headache.

Babs doesn’t seem fazed by the heat, probably because he lived in Nigeria longer than I did, and because of this, Babs is completely fluent in Yoruba. Sometimes his Yoruba accent will even slip into his English one.

I’m fluent too, mostly, but my accent has morphed into East London, so Yoruba just doesn’t sound as good on my tongue as it does on his, making me self-conscious when I speak it.

‘Is there a better sight!’ Dad yells out from a black Jeep. I run over and give him a massive hug. He’d only been gone a week, helping everyone prep for the wedding, but the house felt so weird without him. ‘How are you? How was the flight?’ He hugs the two of us, then kisses Mum. Babs sits in the car straight away without helping us load the bags. It’s like the chivalry got sucked out of his body as soon as we landed.

‘Fine,’ I say, popping open the boot to put in our luggage. ‘They tried to shake us down again.’

Mum rolls her eyes at me then makes her way into the passenger seat. ‘Is it not your fault? How did you even manage to pack all those books? If I had known Babs had space, I would have packed my material for Uncle Gbenga’s sixtieth birthday.’

Dad whispers into my ear, ‘It’s even good. I’ve been looking for an excuse not to go to that party.’

This makes me laugh. ‘There’s traffic on the bridge. Might be a while until we get there,’ Dad continues as he puts the last suitcase in the boot then makes his way into the driver’s seat. I didn’t expect anything less from Lagos. I’m taking this as the perfect opportunity to dive back into my audiobook; I’d just reached the point in the novel where the main character receives a threatening message, forcing her to delete all her research on the case before the killer comes after her next.



We arrive at Uncle Tayo’s just before eleven p.m.

Twice on the journey, the traffic was so bad that we turned the engine off, and I had to switch from my audiobook to focusing on the car radio because my ears hurt from having AirPods in since six a.m.

Uncle Tayo’s house blows me away every time. His pure white, three-storey mansion topped with a black roof is illuminated with deck lights as we pull into the driveway. Every time we visit, it seems like he’s added another extension, which either means he’s trying to show off to his friends or Aunty Zai has talked him into adding a cool new, and totally unnecessary, feature to their home. You would never believe it was just him, Aunty Zai, Dérin and Temi, their house help, who live in the mansion.

Last summer, they added a sauna, which they soon realized didn’t make any sense because Nigeria is like a sauna itself, so to compensate they added a cold plunge pool over Christmas. Which is fine by me: it’s basically like staying in an all-inclusive hotel.

I’m pretty sure that most Nigerian families have an Uncle Tayo. The one whose motto is chop life, before life chops you, and actually can afford to do so because he makes good money. The uncle who’s the last one left on the dancefloor when everyone else has sat down because their feet hurt. Just good vibes all around. He’s my favourite of Dad’s brothers, in part because I always leave Lagos five hundred pounds richer.

‘My babies!’ Uncle Tayo beams as he races out of the house in a navy-blue fur robe and matching slippers as we unload the car. ‘Oya, oya, get their bags and put them in their rooms,’ he orders Temi, while grabbing Babs and squeezing him into a hug.

Then he makes his way to me. ‘Lara! My second daughter!’ He rubs my arms fast as if he’s trying to warm me up then ushers me into the house. He’s ageing well – he’s only just getting a beer belly, and his hair has just started to turn salt-and-pepper, thinning lightly at the sides. He almost looks younger than Dad, who has fine lines on his face from thinking too hard. ‘How was the flight?’

‘Tiring as always.’ I roll my eyes exaggeratedly.

‘How many kilograms over this time?’ he whispers as he looks over at Mum and her obviously ridiculously heavy suitcase, and I signal eight with my fingers so Mum doesn’t overhear us. Uncle chuckles. ‘Remind me in the morning to give you your money.’

I laugh to myself. Spotting behavioural patterns is something I’ve mastered to help me get a detective job after university, so it makes me happy when I win bets with my family.

I gasp every time I walk into Uncle Tayo’s foyer, which is illuminated by the warm light of the chandelier on the ceiling. Tall windows are set in the pure white walls and stairs with black bannisters circle the room.

‘Where’s Dérin?’ I whisper. The foyer is so silent you can hear a pin drop.

‘She’s sleeping. Wedding planning has been stressing her out,’ Uncle Tayo says and I nod in understanding.

‘And Aunty Zai?’ Babs asks, and Mum clears her throat.

Everyone in this room knows exactly what that cleared throat is signal for. We all stare at her, Dad more intently than the rest of us, and she puts her hands up in defence. To put it nicely, that cleared throat is code for What makes you think that woman would stay up to greet us? If I was to say what Mum actually thinks, I’d need my mouth washed out with soap.

Aunty Zai and Mum have been not-so-quietly feuding since we started coming back to Nigeria more frequently, and Mum overheard her saying that our visits every other year were stopping her from leaving the country and going on holiday like her friends. I don’t know why it matters to Aunty Zai, because she works from home and could fly out any time but, hey, things were said and Mum was not happy, to say the least.

Of course, Uncle Tayo brushes off her comment because he’s used to her. But Mum has never forgotten, no matter how much everyone tries to pacify her. In all honesty, Aunty Zai is an acquired taste. If you let her snarky comments get to you, you’ll never rest, but if you can block them out, you learn a lot from her.

Uncle Tayo chuckles before answering Mum’s question about Aunty Zai, ‘She’s sleeping too. You must all be tired. I’ve told Temi to leave some food in your rooms, so eat before you go to bed, then rest well. We’ve got a long three weeks before the weddings.’

We nod, then disperse to our usual rooms. Being the only girl besides Dérin has its perks: I get the biggest room and I’ve taken full advantage of that, making sure to decorate it my way so no one else will want it. It hasn’t changed since our last visit. The white drapes of my canopy bed are immaculate and my LED lights illuminate the walls in pink. Temi has left some meat pies along with a cup of Milo on my dresser. I scoff them down while putting my clothes away. It doesn’t take long for the Milo to kick in and make me tired so I crawl into bed, put my audiobook on and, before I know it, I’m out for the night.
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CHAPTER TWO

I jolt awake to the sound of screaming.

I’m thrown into full panic mode and grab the nearest thing that I see, an ìgbále. that Temi must’ve left in my room when he was cleaning up. I race downstairs to the kitchen where the noise is coming from.

The screaming has stopped, but I arm myself with the ìgbále. like a baseball bat just in case danger still lurks. Then suddenly it dawns on me that I’m in a house with four men and none of them have come to check on the situation. That must mean one of two things: either the men are idiots and they’ve already been taken hostage or hurt, or this can’t be as serious as I thought.

When I walk into the black-and-white kitchen, I realize it’s the latter. Mum and Aunty Zai are standing in their white nightgowns with a shattered pink ceramic cup on the floor between them. I clutch my chest, begging my heart to slow down. ‘I thought there was an emergency.’

Aunty Zai turns around and I shudder a little at the sight of her – she’s wearing one of those overnight face masks with a cartoon character printed on it. It looks like it’s supposed to be Ursula from The Little Mermaid, but after being warped around the features on Aunty Zai’s face, it looks more like Venom. Now I know why Mum screamed.

‘Were you going to fight the emergency with the broom?’ Mum says sarcastically.

I start to respond, but Aunty Zai interrupts me, her arms flailing as she scolds Mum. ‘Adélé. Adélé. Adélé. I’m warning you, it’s too early to look for my trouble.’ I know it pains Mum every time she realizes that she can’t talk back because she’s five years younger.

‘You scared me.’ Mum shrugs, her tone emotionless. I finally lower the ìgbálẹ, which has surprisingly come in handy as I’ll need it to sweep up the pieces of broken cup.

‘Lara, leave it, don’t cut yourself. Temi will clean it up.’ Aunty crouches down and takes the ìgbále. out of my hands, kissing her teeth. When we get up, she pulls me into a tight hug. She smells like amaretto. ‘How are you, my love? I can’t believe you’re still growing. How tall are you now?’ Her voice turns from stern back to its usual nasally fusion of a Nigerian and British accent.

‘I think I’m about five foot seven,’ I say, my voice muffled by her clothes. She lets me go but cups my face with her hands, squishing my cheeks.

‘You’re getting so beautiful now. You’re looking more and more like Dérin… you’ve even grown into your nose.’ She coos and Mum kisses her teeth softly in the background. I have to hold in my snicker.

‘Thank you.’ I crinkle my nose, escaping from her hands. I’ve spent enough time with Aunty Zai to not pay her any mind when she critiques my appearance. I just keep reminding myself that I only have to deal with it for three weeks out of every fifty-two. Or I did. I wonder how I’ll cope this time, when it’s five.

Aunty Zai has more Eurocentric features than Mum and me because her mother was a very light-skinned, mixed-race woman. So while Mum and I have wider nose bridges, Aunty Zai has a slim, narrow one. Our fuller lips contrast with her thinner top lip and fuller bottom one. Her light brown skin with yellow undertones stands out against the brown skin with red or pink undertones the rest of us have. But I’ll admit she’s not entirely wrong.

It’s not by chance that I look like Dérin. It’s by design.

All my life I’ve idolized Dérin. She’s my oldest female cousin on Dad’s side and the only one I truly relate to, despite our four-year age gap. Dérin lives the life I think, or wish, I could’ve lived if I’d stayed in Nigeria. The daughter of two wealthy families, who spends most of her days vlogging her fabulous life and living it to the fullest, as well as being a newly qualified economist. Dérin has always been popular on social media for her trend-setting outfits and effortless make-up routines. But after her engagement photos went viral, she blew up on Instagram and Twitter, making her more popular and solidifying her as an up-and-coming Naija It Girl. She’s even started to gain some global traction. It’s a jump scare when I’m mindlessly scrolling my social media and see her face because one of her latest looks has gone viral too. The legendary parties she holds every year have also helped her rise to internet stardom.

The last time I measured how similar Dérin and I looked, we had the same chiselled jawline matched with full cheeks, the same full lips with a strong Cupid’s bow, and arched brows. Our major differences are our eyes and dimples. Dérin’s dimples are deep; just a faint smile from her would make anyone melt. And mine are soft, and only on the right side of my face. Dérin’s eyes are upturned like her mum’s, while mine are more of an almond shape. Despite that, it’s still easy for strangers to mistake us for each other. It fills me with glee every time they do.

We’re testaments to the strength of our dads’ genes.

Mum snaps me out of my thoughts when she takes a seat at the long white dining table and says, ‘Go and wake your uncle, Dad and Babs for breakfast. Tell them I’m making yam and egg. If they don’t want yam there’s bread.’

I nod but before I leave, I ask, ‘What about Dérin?’

Aunty Zai responds, not looking up from her phone, ‘She’s already in the shower. She’ll be down soon. You should get ready as well. After we eat, we’re all going for dress fittings.’ Her face mask is finally off and she’s back to normal, her skin glowing.



After I shower and change, I have some free time so I decide to poke around the house looking at all the new and pointless renovations, while listening to a podcast episode about the Chicago Tylenol murders. An hour in, Mum catches me, in her words, ‘aimlessly wandering’ and ropes me into helping out with breakfast.

Dérin comes into the kitchen and squeals when she sees us. She’s wearing a flowy blue off-the-shoulder ankara jumpsuit with puffy sleeves. Her make-up is soft with neutral colours, emphasizing her warm brown skin. Her lashes are also done, and her goddess braids up in a ponytail which emphasizes the upturn shape of her eyes.

She is perfection, as always.

‘Our newest bride in town!’ Mum echoes Dérin’s squeal, leaving the chopping board to grab her hands and shimmy with her. ‘How are you? You’re looking slim; don’t tell me they’re not feeding you here.’

I clear my throat at Mum, signalling that she shouldn’t look for Aunty Zai’s trouble again.

‘No, they’re feeding me fine, just wedding stress… and other things.’ Dérin smiles at Mum.

‘All the blogs are talking about you. People at work have been sending me your engagement photos not knowing you’re my niece. I love rubbing it in their faces,’ Mum gushes. ‘But did you offend that Naija Gossip Lounge? That last article – it’s like they’re out for blood.’

‘Ugh, please don’t get me started on Naija Gossip Lounge. They went from being my biggest fan to my worst enemy in literal months – it was like I hit one hundred thousand followers on Instagram and they got mad that I wasn’t their little star any more. As if they hadn’t helped with uplifting my platform. And they’ve got this stupid idea that I’m trying to upstage Àdúràt[image: image of small latin o with acute accent and dot below]lá’s wedding because we’re in the same social circles. The whole of Lagos loves her, so I wouldn’t dare, but God forbid there be more than one bride in this city. I just hope the blogs will at least leave me alone when the wedding is over. And thank you, Mummy, for the quote. Though did you not think “wedding of the decade” was a bit much?’ Dérin purses her lips, but Aunty Zai says nothing, and instead just shrugs without a care. Dérin’s finally looks in my direction and makes her way over to hug me. ‘Lara, you look stunning.’

I try to hide the fact that I’m internally beaming. It’s a weird feeling, knowing how proud I want to make her even though I have no reason to.

‘Mmm.’ Mum sounds displeased, bursting my bubble. ‘She’s been eating late and skipping meals whenever she’s studying. For the past four months. She’ll end up as skin and bones and then what will they say about me?’

‘I think she looks fine, Aunty.’ Dérin nods in approval. I mouth Thank you. She grabs a slice of agege bread from the table, tearing and popping it into her mouth as she makes her way over to her mum and kisses her cheek. ‘This is why I love having you around, Aunty Adélé. No one cooks the way you do.’

Dérin has the type of voice that could persuade you to give up your home if she asked nicely – it’s not as nasal as her mum’s, but rather smooth and sweet. Almost melodious. Her accent is what I’d describe as Lagos girl. It’s a weird fusion of western accents, both US and UK, because for some reason it can’t decide. While at the same time a Nigerian accent is fighting its way through.

‘Where’s Babs, Uncle Niyi and Daddy?’ she asks.

‘The dining room. We’ve been here for all of one day and I’m already waiting on them hand and foot,’ I mutter under my breath. It’s the same thing every time we’re here. We arrive and they suddenly forget what a dish is. The traditional values my mum upholds in Nigeria would never slide back in London. I’d slap them round the head with the wooden spoon I cook with if they ever tried.

‘Dérin, what is she saying? Is she complaining about cutting onions again?’

‘No, no! We’re just… uh…’ Her eyes bulge as she tries to change the subject, hurrying me out of the kitchen and into the dining room with the serving plates. ‘Morning, everybody!’

The dining room mirrors the kitchen in that everything is black and white, the only vibrance coming from the art on the walls. The table seats ten, which normally works perfectly, but with Dad’s youngest brother and his girlfriend arriving today, things will soon get cramped.

Uncle Tayo sits at the head of the table, while Dad sits at the opposite end. Dérin and I lay out the plates, greeting everyone as we take our seats. Mum and Aunty Zai follow us to start serving the food to Dad and Uncle Tayo, while the rest of us serve ourselves in silence. I take two slices of agege bread and scoop up some eggs.

‘Where’s the ring?’ Babs asks, breaking the quiet.

Dérin smiles, looking down at her hand. ‘I gave it back to Kayode last week. He’s going to re-propose at the introduction tomorrow in front of everyone and ask for Daddy’s permission again,’ Dérin finishes, and Babs fake gags. She slaps his head, smiling lightly, her dimples making an appearance. ‘Speaking of the introduction, what time are Uncle Yinka and Aunty Yemi coming? We have the fitting at twelve.’

‘They should arrive in about an hour,’ Uncle says. I glance at the time on my phone. Ten a.m.

‘Won’t they be tired from the flight?’ Babs asks.

‘They were on an early morning flight from Ghana, only two hours. They’ll be fine.’ Uncle Yinka won’t be tired. That man doesn’t know how to rest, whether he’s working or partying. It’s all or nothing with him. You’d think this would give Aunty Yemi a headache trying to juggle his lifestyle, but instead she acts more like a groupie. Uncle Yinka can do no wrong in her eyes. Everyone thinks Uncle Tayo is the fun one until they meet Uncle Yinka. But the difference between Uncle Tayo and Uncle Yinka is discipline.

‘Come, is it true that Yemi and Yinka are married now?’ Mum directs her question to Uncle Tayo, but Aunty Zai kisses her teeth at the topic and answers her question.

‘Yes, o. I saw the pictures only yesterday, floating around on Yemi’s Facebook. Married since last year, but they’re just uploading the pictures now. We are nearly in August! He didn’t want to tell us that was why he was calling Tayo non-stop. For more money for a better wedding.’ She frowns and everyone on the table dives into the topic.

Uncle Yinka is probably our most wishy-washy family member, hardly at family functions because he’s so busy bouncing around. He’s not had a steady job or settled location for so many years. I’m surprised Aunty Yemi has stuck around for as long as she has and he’s somehow convinced her to marry him. Last I’d heard he was in Ghana starting a clothing business. No one knows how that’s going. He’s hidden his success, or imminent failure from us.

Whenever Dad’s shouting on the phone we know he’s talking to Uncle Yinka. He was always borrowing money from Dad or Uncle Tayo, as if he was trying to preserve his own fortune. That was until his brothers cut him off late last year after Dérin got engaged; Uncle Tayo, who consistently lent him the most, stopped immediately. Dad followed soon after, growing tired of the problem child of the family. I spent one afternoon listening to their three-hour argument on a conference call about how he needs to channel his energy into business ventures that actually work, while pretending to be studying for my last A-level History exam. If I don’t do as well on that module, I’ll know it’s because I sacrificed my grade for gossip.

After that call, Uncle Yinka chose fashion. Which would seem random, except his cousin, my Aunty Kemi, runs a fashion empire in New York. We all thought maybe, just maybe, he had come to his senses and decided to work for her. But instead he chose to go to Ghana.

It doesn’t make sense, but it’s not my sense to make.

‘Ehen, Dérin. Have you been able to reach Alika? I don’t know how a wedding planner can be unreachable in the lead-up to your wedding?’ Aunty Zai says, growing increasingly frustrated. ‘I need to make sure she delivers all the material to my church’s fellowship. Mummy Láídé and her mouth is too much. She can’t embarrass me like this.’

‘Mummy Láídé?’ Dérin side-eyes her mum. ‘Mummy Láídé that you hate? Just how many people have you invited to this wedding of the decade?’

Aunty Zai looks away immediately, putting food in her mouth, then mutters, ‘Just tell her to call me.’ She swallows, then decides to go into full-on rant mode. ‘With the blogs now talking about us, we can’t afford for things to start going wrong and for the whole of Lagos to use it as an opportunity to talk rubbish about us. There’ll be more than three hundred guests at the traditional wedding alone. That is too many eyes on us and Alika is too relaxed for how big this wedding will be. If it’s Ireti calling, she’ll answer in two seconds, but me, I’ll be sent to voicemail. We can’t play any games. Aunty Bisi’s son had one mishap at his wedding and the blogs ridiculed her for two months straight. Everybody laughed at her. I felt bad, o.’

‘Zainab, you laughed down the phone to me about it too,’ Mum chides.

Aunty Zainab looks caught off guard until she says, ‘Exactly my point. If we’re not careful, both my enemies and my friends will laugh at me.’ She claps her hands and rests them on her stomach.
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CHAPTER THREE

An hour later, we’re back at Murtala Muhammed International Airport to pick up Uncle Yinka.

We all decided to come because where we’re going for the fittings isn’t far from the airport. It isn’t as humid as when we first landed but the hot air is still making me sweat disgustingly.

You can tell from the way me and Babs are dressed that we’re not Lagosians. He’s wearing the least amount of clothes he owns: black shorts and a white T-shirt with a pair of slides. I don’t have the luxury of underdressing and still keeping cool without being stared at so I’m in a chocolate scoop-necked playsuit with thick straps that I have to constantly pull up so my cleavage doesn’t show. A curse of being top heavy. I’m getting impatient waiting around in the sun and I’m almost tempted to go back into the air-conditioned car before a guffaw stops me. I recognize the voice.

‘Tayo, Niyi!’ Uncle Yinka shouts out as he sees his brothers. I’m surprised he’s not holding a grudge after the last time they talked. He drops his suitcase and runs towards Daddy and Uncle Tayo. Uncle Yinka has always been the thinnest brother and the other two practically swallow him entirely with a tight bear hug.

‘I’ve missed you.’ His accent makes me pause. It’s American, or should I say fake American. This man went to Ghana and came back with a bogus American accent.

Dérin has to pinch Babs to stop him from laughing. ‘Where’s Aunty Yemi?’ she asks, swiftly changing the subject.

‘Oh, she’s coming. She just walks slow now,’ Uncle Yinka says, accent catching me off guard again. My eyes narrow as I realize he’s only holding one suitcase. His suitcase, not his blushing bride’s. I don’t know how she does it.

Mum and Aunty Zai finally join us, and I hear them whisper in unison, ‘Jesus is Lord.’ I turn back at them, confused, then I follow their stares.

The words ‘oh my God’ pour out of me, as Aunty Yemi finally reaches Uncle Yinka… with a baby bump. A very large and hard to miss baby bump. A baby bump so big it makes me question how they allowed her on the plane. ‘I – So this is why she walks slow,’ I say. Even worse, she’s dragging along her own suitcase.

I run to take it from her, still in shock. When I get to her side, I glance quickly at everyone’s faces, and, God, I wish I had a camera right now. The last time we saw Aunty Yemi she was just as thin as Uncle Yinka, ready to go to Ghana and follow his wayward plans without any care in the world. They’ve hardly contacted us since, unless they wanted money and I guess now we know why.

Uncle Tayo and Dad are gawping. Babs has one eyebrow raised. Dérin is smiling nervously, while Mum and Aunty Zai look like they might burst trying to hide their displeasure

Uncle Yinka looks at the family confused, then it finally clicks in his brain that he hasn’t told us that his wife is about a thousand months pregnant. He walks towards Aunty Yemi, stands behind her and gives her a light squeeze. ‘Surprise!’

‘It’s twins.’ Aunty Yemi smiles wearily. She points to the left side of her stomach and then the right. ‘A boy and a girl.’ She chuckles lightly. She looks like she’s aged a few years. Last time I saw her, you could mistake her for being only a few years older than Babs, and now she looks tired and bothered. Bags are forming under her eyes.

Mum bursts out laughing – an annoying habit of hers in uncomfortable situations. Everyone turns to stare at her. ‘Please, let’s go to the car before I wet myself. Welcome back to Nigeria.’ She laughs again, grabbing Uncle Yinka’s suitcase.



When we walk into Aunty Tiwa’s parlour, ‘Woman’ by Rema is blasting. We arrive with only a few minutes to spare because we didn’t anticipate the extra space that Aunty Yemi’s baby bump would need, so we spent ten minutes shifting seats to fit everyone in comfortably.

Tomorrow is the official introduction between the families of the bride and groom. It was technically supposed to happen six months ago, in January, when they set the wedding date, but Uncle Tayo insisted at the last minute on waiting until our whole family were together this summer. Apparently, this didn’t go down well because it meant that Dérin’s fiancé, Kayode, had to fly his family in twice because of the cancellation. But as Uncle Tayo is paying for half the wedding, Kayode’s parents couldn’t really say anything.

From what Dérin has told us about her in-laws, they seem sweet. But after that mishap, our side of the family had to step up and do the heavy lifting with the wedding planning to help with their wasted expenses. Money helps but it’s still strange that they basically washed their hands of planning after one inconvenience.

Because Uncle Tayo and Aunty Zai think they’re the Posh and Becks of Lagos, we all have two outfit changes for the introduction. In normal families, the introduction is just the immediate and a few of the extended family meeting up in the house. But our family isn’t normal. They’ve hired two catering companies and ordered a gazebo to be set up in the garden. Dérin is their only child so I should have expected them to go to these kinds of lengths. This isn’t even our first fitting; we’ve been doing them online for months in preparation for the biggest event: the traditional wedding in three weeks.

A slim woman with black-rimmed glasses guides the men to the other side of the parlour to get their agbadas fitted with any last adjustments. As they leave, our family tailor, Aunty Tiwa, walks in. She has measuring tapes draped around her neck, pin cushions strapped to her wrists and pencils stuck in her hair, which is tightly wrapped in a bun. Aunty Tiwa is slender, like the mannequins in her store. She’s always had a face that sings comfort, and her chubby cheeks make her look younger than she is. Aunty Tiwa isn’t a blood relative, but she’s been family for as long as I can remember. She and Aunty Zainab are best friends despite the seven-year age gap between them and they gist like teenagers whenever they’re together. No topic is left untouched in a Zainab and Tiwa gossip session.

‘If it isn’t my favourite bride-to-be!’ She embraces Dérin in a big hug. ‘How are you, my—’ She pauses and I already know what she’s looking at. ‘Yemisi! What is this?’

Everyone eyes Aunty Yemi once more as she says, ‘Surprise?’

‘Surprise, ke?’ Aunty Tiwa looks at Mum and Aunty Zainab.

Mum holds her palms up in the air and Aunty Zai claps the back of her hands together muttering, ‘Ah, kò yé mi.’

‘Yemi. Ah, ah, you have my number, why didn’t you say anything? The last measurements I took, you were a size eight. Now you’re looking like size twen—’

‘Don’t finish that sentence.’ Yemi shushes her.

‘We’re just as surprised as you. Do you have any more fabric to adjust the clothes for her?’ Aunty Zai pleads.

‘In one day?’ Aunty Tiwa scrunches up her face. ‘Lie, lie. She’ll have to wear a bubu for tomorrow, I’ll see what I can do for the traditional and the white wedding.’

‘Ah, but I’ll be mismatched from everyo—’ Aunty Yemi stops talking when she realizes that we’re all staring at her like it’s her fault. ‘A bubu is fine. Please just add some rhinestones or something.’

‘Let’s just get started so Aunty Tiwa has time to make any final amendments.’ Aunty Tiwa takes Dérin into the back to try on her outfits while we try ours on in the cubicles situated around the store.

The theme for tomorrow is dark green and gold. Being part of the bride’s family means I get to wear gold rather than green, thank God, because I hate green. Mum changed my dress design at the last minute without telling me and normally I would be mad, but it’s paid off positively this time. I initially wanted something a bit more understated since it’s not a main event, but the extra designs on the dress tie together beautifully. The outfit is a soft gold. It has one long sleeve, bedazzled with gold and brown shimmery leaves, while my other sleeve is cut into a shoulder strap. The top is heavily beaded with delicate pearls, so it reflects the light, and the skirt has been left mostly plain, with the shimmery leaves sewn throughout. When I come out of the changing room Mum yelps then runs over to me crying out, ‘You look so beautiful. I knew I made the right decision not listening to you, this dress makes your cheeks look less chubby.’ She squeezes my face.

I half frown when she lets go. At least there was a compliment in there. Mum’s outfit follows the same guidelines as mine, but she’s got a sweetheart neckline. ‘You look beautiful too,’ I tell her.

Aunty Yemi is sitting on the sofa looking at us solemnly. I make my way over to her, having to pull up the dress to move around properly. ‘When are you due?’ I ask in an attempt to cheer her up, then I realize her pregnancy is the thing that’s bringing her down.

‘In about a month and a half,’ she says, voice muffled, biting into a Gala sausage roll she bought from a street vendor when we were in the car.

‘And they let you on the plane?’ I whisper-shout.

She nods, taking another bite. ‘You can fly up until eight months pregnant. Are you excited for law school?’

The dreaded question. I hate the way I’ve had to train my face not to drop whenever it’s asked. I hate that I can’t tell people how unhappy the thought of law school makes me without alarming them. I can’t tell them that the idea of doing Law at uni just reminds me of how miserable and stressful the last two years have been. Studying subjects I don’t care about just to make my university application shine. The sick-to-my-stomach feeling I used to get whenever I had a mock exam coming up and knowing how rigorously I’d have to revise because I couldn’t, I can’t, disappoint the family. Babs is in med school learning how to save lives and Dérin’s an economist who just graduated with a first-class degree, and is now marrying a soon-to-be-successful doctor straight out of university. I cannot, will not, be the family disappointment.

‘More than excited,’ I say, then swiftly move on. ‘Have you thought of any na—’ Dérin’s entrance interrupts my question as my mouth gapes open.

Dérin’s àṣọ òkè is a lighter shade of gold than the rest of the family’s, and reflects into a green when the light shifts as she walks. Her top is almost off the shoulder, with both cups of her bodice bedazzled with jewels, while the middle is plain, showing off the two tones in the outfit. The skirt has an added slit with jewels around the outline and following a pattern up to her waist. She’s cinched in all the right areas. Skirts have the habit of swallowing most people’s bodies, but never Dérin’s. If anything, they emphasize her figure. She’s practically glowing as she walks out with Aunty Tiwa.

Aunty Zai walks out after her, in a dress the same design as Mum’s except hers is covered in a thousand green and gold sparkles. I honestly didn’t expect anything else.

The room is still. No one speaks as they take in Dérin. Mum’s sniffle breaks the silence. ‘It feels like yesterday I was carrying you on my back and now you’re getting married.’ She wipes away her tears.

‘You like it?’ Dérin replies. ‘You don’t think it’s too much? I don’t want Kayode’s parents to think I’m showing off. I’ve really only met them twice and both of those times have been in unfortunate circumstances,’ she says, making her way to the floor-length mirror, fluffing her skirt.

‘You look stunning, Dérin,’ I say. She gives me a warm smile.

‘Is no one going to compliment me?’ Aunty Zai chimes in. ‘See how I shine, the way it glitters when I move. Hey, omalicha nwa, my mother’s first-born daughter and most beautiful child.’ Then she goes off on a tangent, calling herself a thousand pet names as she admires herself in the mirror.

Mum mutters under her breath, ‘She’s her mother’s only child.’ And I have to bite my lip to stop myself giggling.

Aunty Tiwa bursts out laughing. ‘Àgbàyà, ignore her. Does anyone have any adjustments they need me to make before tomorrow? Apart from Yemi and the tent I have to make her.’

Aunty Yemi glares at Aunty Tiwa. Mum is the only one to speak. ‘Ah, yes. I’ve been holding my breath for the last ten minutes. I need to be able to eat tomorrow.’
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CHAPTER FOUR

Introductions are supposed to be small, and intimate. But this is more like we’re planning to feed the five thousand. Outside, the gazebo is beautifully decorated with fake gold flowers and tea lights accenting every table. The tables themselves are draped with white cloths and fake leaves that cascade to the floor. Drinks are set on them along with plates full of small chops: meat pie, puff puff and samosas. In the middle of the gazebo are two white sofas piled with dark-green cushions with gold flourishes.

I’m upstairs getting my make-up done by one of the artists, and my gèlè is being tied by her two assistants. When the artist steps away, I’m shocked at how well my make-up is done. She’s gone for a soft neutral glam, tied together with nude lips, and my gèlè matches the material of Dérin’s dress, shifting from gold to green in the light.

When Dérin comes into the room, she’s practically glowing. Aunty Zai and I ooh and aah around her, and the photographer starts choreographing shots before the hot weather ruins her make-up. Just as they’re finishing up, we hear a commotion from the staircase. Dérin and I rush towards the window that looks out over the drive at the front of the house. We see Kayode and his family approach in their cars, beeping the horn for the gateman to let them in. Three big Land Rovers drive into the compound and passengers start piling out, carrying gifts wrapped in green and gold plus three massive fruit baskets.

Aunty Zai starts yelling when she sees Dérin’s wedding planner, Alika, exit one of the cars. Alika is wearing a cream square-neck top which shows off a lot of cleavage, with a matching skirt that clings to her wide hips, and a pair of stilettos. Her hair is slicked back into a long, high ponytail. She’s wearing animal print cat-eye sunglasses and has a white headset in her ear.

‘Obìnrin yìí yá wèrè. Why is she coming out of the car with them? When I’ve been calling her all morning, she did not pick up. Now she wants to show her breasts as she arrives. If I catch he—’

‘Mummy, please! Take it somewhere else,’ Dérin cuts in, irritated.

Aunty Zai continues making snarky comments about Alika as she heads downstairs to join the rest of the family.

Kayode’s parents are dressed in dark green. They seem too young to have a twenty-two-year-old son. Kayode’s dad almost looks like the Nollywood actor Van Vicker as he steps out of the car. Kayode’s mum is tall and curvy, and her àṣọ ẹbí is fitted to her body with a corset, giving her a pear-shaped figure, and she’s added gold dangle earrings and a heavy gold necklace. Her arms are adorned with delicate bangles. She wears dark green heels with a bag and jewellery to match. Her rich brown skin is dewy as she takes off her sunglasses; she has fox-like eyes and a determined stare as she looks around.

Kayode gets out of the second car with half his groomsmen, the rest coming out of the other. Dérin makes psst sounds at Kayode from the upstairs window; it takes a while but when he sees her, he breaks into the biggest pearly white smile. Like no one else is around, just him and her together, soaking in each other’s presence. Kayode is handsome. There is no denying it. His brown skin and chiselled features look extremely smooth, even from up here.

They met during Dérin’s second year of university when she ran against him to be president of the Nigerian Society. Their love story can literally be summed up with the academic rivals to lovers trope because they were wickedly competitive when they first met. When Dérin ended up winning the presidency and Kayode became her VP, something must’ve drastically changed because they fell for each other. In true Dérin fashion, she is one of the few girls to successfully find a perfect husband in the jungle that is university. Just another aspect in Dérin’s life where she has done exceptionally well, and my parents will want me to emulate.

The family downstairs keep Kayode outside for an extra two minutes just to tease him, and Dérin has to shout through the window for them to let him in as they laugh by the door. Tungba music follows Kayode and his family as they dance their way into the house. As the last person starts to disappear, we run to Dérin’s room which overlooks the back garden to continue watching. Dérin throws open the window so we can hear. The MC for today is Aunty Zai’s Big Mummy – her oldest aunt – acting as the Alága. Her role is essentially the spokesperson overseeing proceedings and also to provide entertainment. She takes a piece of cloth, similar to what Dérin is wearing, and holds it out as she stands at the entrance to the garden.

‘You can’t enter yet. You know what you have to do,’ she says in Yoruba.

Kayode and his groomsmen look confused for a second, until one of them brings out a wad of money from his pocket and places it on the cloth. Big Mummy makes a joke that maybe Kayode should be marrying her instead. Everyone laughs as Big Mummy picks up the money and ushers them out to the garden.

Kayode’s dad, Uncle Fola, speaks. He looks similar to his son but when he talks, his jovial manner reminds me of Uncle Yinka. He introduces his wife, Aunty Ireti, and talks about his family’s intentions to make Dérin their bride. Aunty Ireti is gorgeous. She has the regal air of an old Nollywood actress. When the microphone is passed to her, her voice is calm as she says, ‘Èsé gàn. Thank you to Dérin’s family for welcoming us into your lovely home. Peace be on this house. My husband has already said everything for me, but I’ll just say my own too. When Kayode said he had found someone he wanted to bring home to us, ah, as a mother I was sceptical. But after meeting Dérin, there is no way I can be. He has brought home a diamond and we can’t wait to welcome her into our home.’

Everyone claps, then a spokesperson from Kayode’s family starts singing. The song is about how Kayode has not been able to sleep since he laid his eyes on Dérin and never will be able to until she’s his. Big Mummy nods as she listens to the song, then makes her way over to Uncle Tayo and Aunty Zai. They fake-whisper to each other, giggling together before Big Mummy clears her throat and pretends to look serious.

‘Tayo, I’m ready when you are.’ Aunty Zai winks at her husband and he grins, winking back. Uncle Tayo gestures for Kayode and his groomsmen to prostrate themselves on the floor in front of our family. They do so nearly seamlessly.

Uncle Yinka chuckles and says, ‘It wasn’t perfect. One more time.’

Dérin bangs on the window and shouts, ‘I’m dying up here!’ which makes everyone’s heads turn as they realize she’s been watching all this time.

‘Ah ìr[image: image of small latin letter o with grave accent and dot below], you will not die, in Jesus’ name!’ Big Mummy yells back towards the house so Dérin can hear.

She finally gets the signal from Uncle Tayo and it’s time for Dérin to go down. The live band starts playing their rendition of ‘Olo Mi’ by Tosin Martins as we walk in, me first with Dérin following behind. Everyone stands up, waiting for Dérin to grace them with her presence. Kayode’s grin is broad. You’d think this man was the Cheshire cat. He stands up then gives her the biggest hug, rubbing the middle of her back. He lifts up her veil, taking a first peek before dramatically slapping his hands against his heart. He hesitates then flings the veil off, nearly taking Dérin’s head with it as everyone laughs.

‘Firstly, I want to thank you all for coming, especially if you have flown in. It truly means the world to us.’ Kayode’s South London accent comes out, deep and commanding. ‘As you’ve seen, I’ve attempted to ask permission with a few trials and errors.’ He brings out a red box from his trouser pocket and addresses Dérin. ‘But I hope after seeing this, it will solidify your decision.’
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