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Praise for Everything Good Will Come

Winner  of the Wole Soyinka Prize  for Literature in Africa
Finalist, Multicultural Fiction, Independent Publisher Book Awards
Foreword Magazine  Book of the Year Award—Honorable Mention

“A literary masterpiece... Everything Good Will Come put me into a spell from the first page to the very last... It portrays the complicated society and history of Nigeria through... brilliant prose.”

—World  Literature Today

“Skillful … impressive debut novel…Thematically, her work is wide-ranging and yet powerfully focused, the different areas of concern drawn together so that they inform each other… Again and again Atta’s writing tugs at the heart, at the conscience. At the same time, reflecting the resilience of the Logosians whose lives she explores, humor is almost constant, effervescent, most often with a satirical slant… There are no delusions in Atta’s novel, no romanticisation or overstating of a case. Her work stands as a paean to her central character’s strengths and her determination to combat oppression.”

—The Sunday Independent (Lesotho, Africa)

Praise for News from Home

Winner of the NOMA Award for Publishing in Africa

“Atta demonstrates a fresh, vital voice in these 11 stories that move fluidly between pampered Nigerian émigrés and villagers grinding out a meager 
subsistence. Atta's characters are irrepressible… Atta movingly portrays these conflicted lives and gorgeously renders a wide spectrum of humanity and experience.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review and featured author interview)

“Nigerian-born Atta’s prize-winning novel, Everything Good Will Come (2006), was about a young  woman’s coming-of-age in Lagos. Now Atta lives in the U. S., and this powerful collection is about the search for home… Never messagey, the wrenching contemporary stories are universal in their appeal and impact.”

—Booklist

“Sefi Atta's steady, quiet, and yet bold narrative voice is unwavering in its dedication to craft, originality, and last but not the least, truth. Truth, that is, in artistic rendition of our lives. (She) writes like one who has lived the life of each single character in her dazzling collection of short stories. The reader comes off with the sense of a story teller who is so in tune with the suffering and other life happenstances of her characters, that the reader is bound to find a commonality with them—be it cultural, psychological, social, or human.”

—Mohammed Naseehu Ali, author of The Prophet  of Zongo Street

Praise for Swallow

“In Atta's spirited and large-hearted second novel (after the collection, News from Home), two young woman office workers navigate the rapids of the urban jungle of Lagos… Tolani's tale encompasses towns and villages, corruption and superstition, deceit and loyalty, all beautifully layered and building toward a wallop you never see coming.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Nigerian-born Atta, now living in the U. S., excels at telling stories of her native land, this time centering on bank clerk Tolani Ajao and Rose, her friend, roommate, and colleague at Federal Community Bank in Lagos, with interspersed accounts by Tolani’s mother, Arike, in her native village of Makoku… Atta captures the sights, sounds, and smells of her native land in the 1980s, with its War against Indiscipline in effect, as it straddles Western ways and native customs. A meandering novel with a painful punch.”

—Booklist
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For my father Abdul-Aziz Atta,

forty years in memoriam.

	
Reorientation

The great ones capture you. This one is illuminated and magnified. It is a photograph of an African woman with desert terrain behind her. She might be Sudanese or Ethiopian. It is hard to tell. Her hair is covered with a yellow scarf and underneath her image is a caption: “I Am Powerful.”

An arriving passenger at the Atlanta airport momentarily obscures the photograph. She has an Afro, silver hoops the size of bangles in her ears and wears a black pin-striped trouser suit. She misses the name of the charity the photograph advertises and considers going back to get another look, but her legs are resistant after her flight from London  and her shoulder is numb from the weight of her handbag and laptop.

She was on the plane for nine hours and someone behind her suffered from flatulence. The Ghanaian she sat next to fell silent once she mentioned she was Nigerian. At Immigration, they photographed her face and took prints of her left and right index fingers. She reminded herself of the good reasons why as she waited in the line for visitors, until an Irish man in front of her turned around and said, “This is a load of bollocks.” She only smiled. They might have been on camera and it was safe for him, despite the skull tattoos on his arm.

I am powerful, she thinks. What does that mean? Powerful enough to grab the attention of a passerby, no doubt. She hopes the woman in the photograph was paid more than enough  and imagines posters with the prime minister at Number Ten and the president in the Oval Office with the same caption underneath, “I Am Powerful.” The thought makes her wince as she steps off the walkway.

She has heard that America is a racist country. She does not understand why people rarely say this about England. On her previous trips to other cities like New York, DC, and LA, she hasn’t found Americans especially culpable, only more inclined to talk about the state of their race relations. She has also heard Atlanta is a black city, but so far she hasn’t got that impression.

At the carousel, a woman to her right wears cowry shell earrings. The woman’s braids are thick and gray and her dashiki is made of mud cloth. On her other side is a man who is definitely a Chip or a Chuck.  He has the khakis and Braves cap to prove it, and the manners. He helps an elderly man who struggles with his luggage, while a Latina, who looks like a college student, refuses to budge and tosses her hair back as if she expects others to admire her. There is a couple with an Asian baby. The baby sticks a finger up her nostril while sucking on her thumb.

It takes her  a while to get her luggage and she ends up behind a Nigerian woman whose luggage is singled out for an X-ray before hers is.

“Any garri or egusi?” a customs official asks the woman playfully.

 “No,” the woman replies, tucking her chin in, as if she is impressed by his pronunciation.

“Odabo,” the customs official says and waves after he inspects her luggage.

The woman waves back. The camaraderie between them is tantamount to exchanging high fives. Before 9/11 he might have hauled her in for a stomach X-ray.

“Will you step this way, ma’am?” he asks, beckoning.

Walking into the crowd at the arrival lobby makes her eyes sting. She always has this reaction to crowds. It is like watching a bright light, but she has learned to stem the flow of tears before it begins, the same way she slips into a neutral mood when she sees Anne Hirsch holding that piece of paper with her surname, Bello. She approaches Anne and can tell by Anne’s involuntary “Oh,” that she is not quite the person Anne is expecting.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Anne says, shaking her hand.

Anne is wearing contact lenses. Her gray hairs are visible in her side part and the skin on her neck is flushed. She looks concerned, as if she is meeting a terminally ill patient.

“You, too.”

“Now, is it… Dee or Day-ola?”

“Day.”

Anne may well begin to curse and kick and Deola would merely take a step back. It surprises her how naturally this habit of detaching herself from her colleagues comes. They walk outdoors and into the humidity and racket of the ground transportation zone, two women in sensible suits and 
pumps. Anne waddles—she is pigeon-toed—and Deola strides as if she has been prompted to stand up straight.

“How was your flight?” Anne asks.

“Not bad,” Deola says.

Lying like this is also instinctive. She wouldn’t want to come across as a 
whiner. A bus roars past, the heat from its exhaust pipes enveloping them.

“Did you get enough sleep?” Anne asks.

“I did, thanks.”

Anne regards her sideways. “I’m sure a few more hours won’t hurt.”

Deola’s face has revealed more than she would like. They head toward the loading bay as Anne suggests she go to her hotel and start her review the next morning.

“If that’s all right with you,” she says.

“Of course,” Anne says.

“Thanks,” Deola says.

She has been working at LINK for three months, following a lackluster stint in a consultancy that specialized in not-for-profit organizations. LINK, an international charity foundation, has a hierarchy, but not one that encourages rivalry as the accountancy firm she trained in did. LINK’s money comes from well-meaning sources and goes out to well-deserving causes. She is the director of internal audit at the London office and Anne is the director of international affairs at the Atlanta office.

Anne leaves her at the loading bay and returns with her car, a 
cream-colored Toyota Camry. The mat on Deola’s side of the car is clean compared to Anne’s, which is covered with 
sand. Anne has changed into sandals and her feet are pale, even though it is summer.

“So how is Kate doing?” she asks, as she drives off.

“Kate’s very well,” Deola says. “She’s back at work this week.”

Kate Meade is Anne’s counterpart in the London office. She is pregnant with her second child and was sick with toxoplasmosis.

“It must be catching,” Anne says.

“Toxoplasmosis?”

“No, pregnancy, I mean. When last we spoke she said someone else in London has been on maternity 
leave. Pamela?” 

“Pam Collins.”

“It must have been hard, with all the absences.”

“Pam will be back soon.”

“Yes?”

“Yes. She’s just had her baby.”

Deola could be more forthcoming, but she prefers not to talk about her colleagues. Pam is on maternity leave until the end of the summer. The administrative department has been in a state of backlog. There was some talk about hiring a temp, but Kate decided not to. They had a temp from New Zealand once before and he took too many smoke breaks.

“Ali and I would like to have one,” Anne says. “What did Pam have?”

“Um… a boy, I believe.”

“Ah, a boy. That’s what I would like. Ali wants a girl.”

Deola assumes Anne is married to a Muslim man, which makes her regret her moment of anxiety when, on her way to the bathroom on the plane, she saw a man who looked Arab reading an Arabic-to-English translation dictionary. He was dressed in military khakis. She was not the only passenger giving him furtive looks. Now she wonders if he was working for the US government.

She has reservations about the orange alert the US is on. She has referred to the alerts in general as  Banana Republic scare tactics, like Idi Amin or Papa Doc trying to keep people in check with rumors of juju and voodoo, and has compared the Iraq war casualties to Mobutu sacrificing human blood to the gods to ensure his longevity in office. She is in the US to learn how the Atlanta office managed their launch of Africa Beat, an HIV  awareness  campaign. She and Anne  talk  about  the UK launch, which is a few  months away. Her colleagues in Atlanta have not been able to send all their financial records by e-mail or to explain figures via the phone.

Stewart “Stone” Riley is the US spokesman for Africa Beat. His biography reads like a rocker’s creed: born in a small town, formed  a group in high school, suffered under commercialization, was crucified by the press, rumored to be dead, rose again in the charts and the rest of it. He claims he is influenced by rhythm and blues. Deola has heard his music and it sounds nothing like the R&B she listened to in the eighties, music with a beat she can dance to. In London, the spokesperson for Africa Beat is Dára, a hip-hop singer. He is Nigerian, but because of the accent over his name and his tendency to drop his H’s, Anne mistakes him for French West African. Deola tells Anne he is Yoruba.

“Dára?” Anne says, stressing the first syllable of his name instead of the last. “Really?”

“His name means ‘beautiful.’ It is short for ‘beautiful child.’” 

“That’s appropriate,” Anne says. “He is very beautiful.”

Deola does not know one Nigerian who thinks Dára is beautiful. They say he looks like a bush boy, not to mention his questionable English. It is almost as if they are angry he is accepted overseas for the very traits that embarrass them.

“Do you speak the language, then?” Anne asks, hesitantly. 

“Yes.”

“I thought you were British.”

“Me? No.”

She tells Anne she was born in Nigeria and grew up there. She went to school in England in her teens, got her degree from London School of Economics and has since lived and worked  in London. She doesn’t say she has a British passport, that she swore allegiance to the Queen to get one and would probably have got down on her knees at the home office and begged had her application been denied.

“You see yourself as Nigerian, then,” Anne says.

“Absolutely,” Deola says.

She has never had any doubts about her identity, though other people have. She has yet to encounter an adequate description of her status overseas. Resident alien is the closest. She definitely does not see herself as British. Perhaps she is a Nigerian expatriate in London.

“Atlanta doesn’t have any programs in Nigeria,” Anne says. 

“London doesn’t either.”

“I suppose that’s because you haven’t been approached.”

“Actually.” This  slips  out with a  laugh. “The  management  team doesn’t trust Nigerians.”

Anne frowns. “Oh, I’m not so sure about that. It’s the government they don’t trust, but it’s a shame to hold NGOs responsible for that. I mean, they are just trying to raise funds for… for these people, who really don’t need to be punished any more than they have been already.”

Deola tells herself she must not say the word “actually” again on this trip. “Actually” will only lead to another moment of frankness, one that might end in antagonism. Nor will she say the words “these people” so long as she works for LINK or ever in her life.

She tells Anne that Kate Meade is considering a couple of programs in Nigeria. One is to prevent malaria in children and the other  is for women whose husbands have died from AIDS. The London office funds programs in Kenya, South Africa and other African countries that have  a record for being what they call “fiscally reliable.”

“Do you like living in London?” Anne asks.

 “I do,” Deola says, after a pause.

“It’s very European these days.”

“It is also very American.”

“How?”

“You know, with hip-hop and the obsession with celebrities.” 

Anne shuts her eyes. “Ugh!”

Sincerity like this is safe. As a Nigerian, Deola, too, is given to unnecessary displays of humiliation.

“Do you think you will ever go back to Nigeria?” Anne asks.

Deola finds the question intrusive, but she has asked herself this whenever she can’t decide if what she really needs is a change  in location, rather than a new  job.

“Eventually,” she says.

z

Atlanta is more traditional and landlocked than she imagined it to be, with its concrete overpasses, greenery and red brick churches. She had envisaged a modern, aquatic city because of the name, which sounds similar to that futuristic series that was on television in the seventies, Man From Atlantis. Downtown, she counts three people who are mentally ill. The common signs are there: unkempt  hair, layers of clothing and that irresolute demeanor whether  they are crossing the median, rolling a pushcart up Ponce de Leon  or standing by a dusty windowpane. It is like London of the Thatcher years.

Her hotel is on Peachtree, some ten minutes away from the Atlanta office. Anne will shuttle her there and back tomorrow. She thanks Anne for giving her a lift from the airport and arranges to meet her in the lobby the next 
morning. At the reception area, she joins the line and checks into a single room with a queen-sized bed. She inspects the room after putting her suitcase down. She prods and rubs the furniture and unclasps her bra. She needs to buy new underwear. She knows a Nigerian couple in Atlanta she could call, but she finds them enamored with consumerism—cars, houses, shops and credit cards. They brag about living in America, as if they need to make Nigerians elsewhere feel they have lost out.

She turns on the television and switches from one cable station to another. She clicks on one called the Lifetime Movie Network. The film showing is She Woke Up Pregnant and the subtitle reads: “A pregnancy for which she cannot account tears a woman’s family apart.” She turns to another station. Surprisingly, a Nigerian Pentecostal pastor is preaching. He is dressed in a white three-piece suit and his shoes are also white. His hair is gelled back and his skin is bleached.

“Stay with me,” he says, coaxing his congregation. “Stay with me, now. I’m getting there. I’m getting there. Oh, y’all thought I was already there? Y’all thought I was through delivering my message this morning? I haven’t even got started! I haven’t even got started with y’all yet!”

He ends with a wail and his congregation erupts in cheers. A man waves his Bible and a woman bends over and trembles.

Deola smiles. Nigerians are everywhere.

z

Tonight, she dreams she has accidentally murdered Dára and deliberately buried his remains in her backyard and she alone knows the secret. The police are searching for him and the newspaper headlines are about his mysterious disappearance. The newspapers spin around as they do in 1950s black-and-white films until their headlines blur. She wakes up and tosses for hours.

The next morning, she is still sleepy when she meets Anne in the lobby, but she tells Anne she is well rested. Anne grumbles about the price of her Starbucks latte on the way to the office and sips at intervals.

“The problem is, I’m hooked on the stuff. And it’s not as if you can go cold turkey, because the temptation is everywhere.”

“London has been taken over by Starbucks,” Deola says.

She has heard some requests for a  latte that are worth recording: “Grand-day capu-chin-know.”

“That’s a shame,” Anne says. “I’ll be there next month  and I know I won’t be able to help myself.”

“Isn’t Rio having their launch next month?”

“Yes. I’ll be there for that.”

“Do they have Starbucks over there?”

“I hope not.”

The Atlanta office is also on Peachtree. People in the elevator glare at them as they hurry toward it—the usual disdain inhabitants of cramped spaces have, followed by a general shyness. They all look downward.

The reception wall has the logo of the foundation’s network, two linked forefingers. The office is mostly open-plan space with workstations. Deola meets Susan and Linda, who are also auditors. Susan is a CPA who trained with an accountancy firm and Linda has a banking background.

“Don’t you think she sounds British?” Anne asks them.

“Well,” Susan says, “there’s some Nigerian there.”

There is some Chinese in Susan’s voice. Her thick-rimmed glasses are stylish. Her jacket is too big for her and her slender fingers poke out of her sleeves.

“I think she sounds British,” Anne says.

“She sounds like herself,” Linda says.

Her braids are thin and arranged into a neat donut shape on her crown.

There is a Linda in every office, Deola thinks, who will not waste time showing a newcomer  how much her boss annoys her. Why she remains with her boss is understandable. How she thinks she can get away with terrorizing her boss is another matter.

“I should say English,” Anne says. “What does British mean anyway? It could be Irish or Welsh.”

“I don’t think Ireland is part of Great Britain,” Susan says, blinking with each word.

“Scottish, I mean,” Anne says.

“I can’t understand the Glaswegian accent,” Deola says.

“I couldn’t understand a word anyone said to me in Scotland,” Anne says. says.

“They probably wouldn’t understand a word  we say over here,” Linda

Deola notices leaflets on “commercial sex workers” and is conscious of being between generations. Old enough to have witnessed some change in what is considered appropriate. Her colleagues walk her through their system and she reverts to her usual formality. They show her invoices, vouchers and printouts. It is not relevant that they are in the business of humanitarianism. There are debits and credits, checks and balances. Someone has to make sure they work and identify fraud risks, then make recommendations to the executive team.

As an audit trainee, she was indifferent to numbers, even after she followed their paper trails to assets and verified their existence. How connected could anyone be to bricks, sticks, vats and plastic parts? Her firm had a client who did PR for the Cannes Film Festival and it was the same experience working for 
them. With Africa Beat, the statistics on HIV ought to have an impact on her and they do, but only marginally. The numbers in the brochure  are in decimals. They represent millions. The fractions are based on national populations. Deola knows the virus afflicts Africa more than any other  continent, women more than men and the young  more than the old. Her examination of the brochure is cursory. She has seen it before and it is the same whenever she watches the news. Expecting more would be like asking her to bury her head into a pile of dirt and willingly take a deep breath in.

z

Ali is a woman—or a Southern girl, as Anne refers to her. Her name is Alison. Deola doesn’t find out until later in the evening when Anne treats her to dinner at a Brazilian restaurant. Ali is from Biloxi, Mississippi, and she is a 
florist. Anne is from Buffalo, New York, and she used to be a teacher there. They don’t watch television.

“We haven’t had one for… let’s see… five, six years now,” Anne says. “We read the newspapers and listen to NPR to keep up with what’s going on.”

“I watch too much television,” Deola says.

She chides herself for finding belated clues in Anne’s stubby fingernails as Anne gesticulates, so she brings up the title of the Lifetime Movie Network film.

“I thought, this has got be a joke. She woke up pregnant?”

“The networks in general don’t credit women with any intelligence,” Anne says. “Mothers especially.”

“I can well imagine,” Deola says.

Their table is under what looks like mosquito netting dotted with lights. Behind them is a fire with meat rotating on spits. The waiters wear red scarves around their necks and walk over once in a while with a leg of lamb, pork roast, filet mignon, scallops, shrimp and chicken wrapped in bacon. The bacon is more fatty than Deola is used to.

“But we can’t decide who gets pregnant,” Anne says. “So wouldn’t that be perfect if one of us wakes up and boom?”

Deola has finished eating her salad, but she picks at the remnants of her grilled peppers and mushrooms as the thought of artificial insemination diminishes her appetite. Or perhaps it is the realization that she might one day have to consider the procedure, if she remains single for much longer.

This is an unexpected  connection to Anne, but she won’t talk about her own urge to nest, which has preoccupied her 
lately. Anne might regard what she has to say with anthropological curiosity: the African woman’s perspective.

“There’s always adoption,” she says, wondering if this is appropriate.

“I did think of that,” Anne says. “You get on a plane and go to a country that is war-torn or struggling with an epidemic and see so many orphans, so many of them. But at the end of the day, you have to have the humility to say to yourself, ‘Maybe I am not the person to raise this kid. Maybe America is not the place to raise him or her.’You have to ask yourself these questions.”

“You must,” Deola says, crossing her arms, as if to brace herself for more of Anne’s rectitude.

“It’s that mindset,” Anne says. “Our way is best, everyone else be damned, the world revolves around us. But I think when you travel widely enough, you quickly begin to realize it don’t, don’t you think?”

Deola reaches for her wine glass and almost says the word “actually,” but she stops herself this 
time. Actually, the tongue jolt. Actually, the herald of assertions. She could insist that America is torn apart by the war and she could easily challenge Anne’s assumption that the rest of the world is incapable of transgressions.

“I expect people in England are more open-minded,” Anne says.

 “England? I’m not so sure.”

“I guess it would be more obvious to you living there. But that’s why we are in such a mess over here, and it’s a question of being able to reorient 
yourself. That’s all it takes.”

“A little reorientation,” Deola says, the rim of her glass between her lips.

“You know?” Anne says. “If there is one thing this job teaches you, it’s 
that. You can’t get caught up in your own… whatever it is. Not in a world where people starve.”

“No,” Deola murmurs.

It is just as well she hesitated. She finishes her wine; so does Anne. A waiter approaches their table with dessert menus. Anne says she really shouldn’t and opts for a black coffee. Deola has the passion fruit crème brûlée and asks for fresh raspberries on top.

	
Actually

An incident on her flight back to London reminds her of something that happened a month  ago during her first trip for LINK.

She was in Delhi to audit a charity for children. She stayed at the Crowne Plaza hotel and had enough time on her last day to ride in a rickshaw and visit Janpath Market with the program director, who later drove her to the airport. She had just joined the departure line when she saw an American ahead of her, who was wearing—of all garbs—a cream linen suit and a panama. The American grabbed an Indian man, who was edging his way to the line, by the shoulders and steered him away. “No-oo,” he said, as if he were speaking to his son. The Indian man went to the back of the line without saying a 
word. A moment later, a couple of Americans walked up. One was complaining, loud enough for everyone to hear, that he was going to miss his flight, and the man in the panama stepped back so they could get ahead of him.

What happens on her way to London is that she is again standing in line, this time to board her plane out of Atlanta, when  a man cuts ahead of her. He is tanned with gray sideburns and is dressed in a navy jacket and striped shirt—executive-looking and clutching a John Grisham novel. She is three passengers from the flight attendant, a black American woman, who is checking boarding 
passes. When it is her turn, the flight attendant looks at her, looks at the man, who is still not in line, and takes his boarding pass first.

She is tempted to snatch her stub from the flight attendant, but she doesn’t. She eyes the man once she gets on the plane, but he is too busy pushing his hand luggage into an overhead compartment to notice. She brushes past him before he sits. She is loath to say an incident so trivial amounted to discrimination—it wasn’t that straightforward, was it?—but she thinks it anyway.

Only after the plane takes off and levels out is she able to reason that it might have been an innocent oversight. Then she remembers her conversation with Anne the previous night, which remained one-sided. Anne paid attention whenever she spoke and seemed eager to hear her opinions. Why couldn’t she be more responsive to her? Was it that learned lack of trust? That resistance to being misinterpreted and diminished? Hardly, she decides. She was merely being expedient.

She sleeps most of the flight to London. It is Saturday morning when she arrives and the rain is a light spray. On the Gatwick Express she shuts her eyes while enjoying the motion and identifies the languages that people on cell phones are speaking. There’s French, Igbo and Portuguese. London is like the Tower of Babel these days. Still, she prefers it to the London she moved to in the eighties, despite the latent resentment she observes when people quicken their pace past a group  of rowdy Pakistani teenagers or the Romanian mothers who beg.

She also detects some guilt, that aftertaste of the sumptuous meal that was empire. England is overrun with immigrants: African and Eastern European children they granted asylum are leading gangs, Islamic clerics are bragging about their rights and the English can barely open their mouths to talk.

Nigerians can never be that sorry for their transgressions, so sorry that they can’t say to immigrants, “Carry your trouble and go.” Nigerians made beggars out of child refugees from Niger and impregnated their mothers. Nigerians kicked out Ghanaians when Ghanaians became too efficient, taking over jobs Nigerians couldn’t do, and named a laundry bag after the mass exodus: the Ghana Must Go bag. Nigerians aren’t even sorry about the civil war. They are still blaming that on the British.

She takes a taxi from Victoria Station. Her flat in Willesden Green is walking distance from the tube. The Jubilee line is partly why she bought here. Initially, Willesden Green did not appeal to her, coming from her parents’ flat in Westminster. The pavements were filthy with litter, cigarette butts, spit and dust. But there was a black hair salon and a cosmetics shop that sold products for black hair, containing ingredients like hemp and placenta. There were also a few  Halal butchers and  a West Indian shop where she could buy yams, plantains and cherry  peppers. On Saturdays, she would walk to the library center to study for her exams and take breaks at Café Gigi. Now, the center has Belle Vue Cinema and the pavements are cleaner. Occasionally, she sees other Nigerians at the minicab office and the African textile shops, which can be comforting.

The woman she bought the flat from had a cat. She didn’t find out until she moved in that there were cat hairs embedded in the carpet. At night, they tickled her nose. She was so besotted with her new property that she got on her knees and scrubbed the hairs away with a brush. She loves her bathroom the most because it is the warmest room. Nothing is more depressing to her than a cold bathroom, especially in the winter. Her bedroom has  a  draft; so  does  her kitchen. She will only walk  on the linoleum floor in her fluffy slippers, and the sink tap drools. Her yellow Formica countertop is stained. The fanciest feature in the flat is the staircase that descends into the sitting room. She made the mistake of buying IKEA furniture, which is beginning to fall apart, but her mortgage is almost paid and her flat has more than doubled in value.

Her walls welcome  her. She sits on her couch, facing her window. There are no messages on her phone. Later in the afternoon, she warms up her Peugeot 205 and drives to Somerfield to stock up on food. The car park is full. She thought  Somerfield was huge until she saw American superstores like Wal-Mart, but the quality is better at Somerfield, she thinks, picking up a packet of 
bacon. That unbeatable English quality, even when it comes to the correct proportion of pork meat to streak of fat.

z

On Monday morning she wakes up with menstrual cramps. They have worsened since she went off the pill a year ago. Her stomach is bloated and the bacon she eats doesn’t help. She takes a couple of Panadols with her orange juice, knowing that she shouldn’t, and goes to work by tube. Her stop is Wembley Park station. She crosses Bridge Road and begins her long walk past Wembley Stadium and Mama Calabar, a  Nigerian restaurant. Sometimes she hops on buses instead of walking and on cold wet days she drives in. The weather is warm for a change.  LINK is on the second floor of an office block, which Kate Meade once described as a rabbit warren. This morning Kate is lamenting about dust in the ducts. They worsen her allergies during the summer and she is also trying to cope with nausea.

“Even the smell of my deodorant makes my stomach turn,” she says.

“Gosh,” Deola says.

“I blame Pam,” Kate says, with an air of spite. “The last time she was pregnant, I got pregnant. Now, she’s away on maternity leave and I’m pregnant again. Keep away from Pam, I tell you.”

Deola shakes her head in sympathy. Kate is in that crazy hormonal phase.

“What did you think of Atlanta?” she asks, sitting behind her desk.

Kate’s fringe has grown so long it covers her brows. Her glasses are steel-rimmed and round. Forlorn is the only way to describe her. Behind her is a gray filing cabinet, on top of which are piles of yellow clasp envelopes and  a framed close-up photograph of her daughter cuddling the cat that gave her toxoplasmosis.

“It wasn’t bad,” she says.

“It’s a funny city, isn’t it?”

 “A little.”

“It’s Southern, yet it’s not. I don’t expect you had much time to see it.”

“Not much.”

Kate grew up in Liverpool, which is noticeable whenever she says a word like “much.”

“Everything is enormous there,” Kate says. “The buildings, the roads.”

“Wal-Mart.”

“Their cars! Did you see the size of the trucks they drive over there?”

“I did.”

Kate spreads her arms. “It’s 
incredible. You have these huge trucks and there’s always a little woman at the wheel.”

“Always little women,” Deola says.

A wave of tiredness threatens her. At work, she plays up her English accent—speaking phonetics, as Nigerians call it—so that people might not assume she lacks intelligence. Speaking phonetics is instinctive now, but only performers enjoy mimicking. Performers and apes.

“Everything is enormous in America,” Kate says. “Everything except, of course…”

Kate taps her temple. She has a master’s degree in international relations and prides herself on being knowledgeable about what goes on in the Hague. She has never named her university, calls herself a grammar school girl, but she is quick to point out her husband went to Bedales and studied physics at Cambridge. He has a Ph. D. and has received grants for his research. He is an inventor. Kate is the second most frequent traveler in the office. Her trips are fieldwork related. Graham, the overall executive director, is more the photo-op guy. He attends conferences and summits and deals with the trustees. Kate stands in during his prolonged absences.

“I’m sorry,” Kate says. “I shouldn’t have said that, but they can be a little thick across the pond.”

“No need to apologize,” Deola says.

She is amused whenever the English denigrate Americans. She attributes it to inverted admiration. In America, she was astonished to see how many of them were on television, teeth fixed and playing up their Englishness or speaking with American accents, acting so colonized.

“I can’t bear to listen to their views on this stupid war and I hate the way they keep saying ‘I rack’ and ‘I ran.’ At least try and get the name right if you’re going to bomb another country to smithereens.”

At the beginning of the Falklands War Deola thought the word was “Forklands.” She was in her A-level year in England and was of the impression that only members of the Green Party and Save the Whales got upset about 
wars. Weirdos, basically.

This war is different. Everyone she knows in London is outraged. Everyone wants to win the debate, which has become   a separate war. Strangers are co-opting her as an ally, including a drunken  man who was seated next to her on the tube. He tapped a headline and said, stinking of beer, “We have no business being over there.” Enemy lines must also have been drawn because she has not met a person who is for the war. Not one. They might not even exist. They might be on CNN to rile up viewers and raise ratings for all she knows. But she is sometimes convinced, watching the dissenters, that this is their chance to make like rebels, now that the backlash is not as severe as it was when their opposition could perhaps have had some effect.

Kate slaps the table. “Anyway, your trip to Nigeria.” 

“Yes?”

“Think you’ll be ready in a couple of weeks?”

“Sure.”

The Nigerian programs are not pressing enough to warrant Kate’s change to a brisk tone, but Deola plays along. The timing was her idea. She asked to go in the week of her father’s memorial, without revealing why.

Her father died five years ago. She was the last in her family to find out. He was playing golf when he became dizzy. His friends rushed him to hospital. They didn’t know he had high blood pressure. Her mother called to say he’d suffered a stroke. She got on the next flight to Lagos, but her father died before her plane arrived. She would have liked to have  a sign that he had died, a white dove, anything as she flew over the Atlantic and the Sahara. Nothing. Not even an intuitive feeling, unless she could count the unrelenting pain in her stomach, which she couldn’t suppress by repeating prayers.

“So where are we?” Kate asks. “How long do you think you might need over there?”

“A week at most.” “Is that all?”

Deola nods. She intends to finish her work in a couple of days and spend the rest of the time with her family.

“Good,” Kate says. “So here is their correspondence, lit and stats. Their presentation is not very polished, but I understand printing is a problem over there. Plus, it’s not about their presentation, really. I’m more interested in their accounts and the rest of it.”

Kate is brilliant with statistics, but she has no clue about accounting. Debit this, credit that, as she calls it.

“Would you like me to visit their sites?” Deola asks.

“No. We’re just at the preliminary phase. I will have to go there at some point, but that’ll be much later, after I’m over this.” Kate pats her belly.

“It’s best you don’t travel until then,” Deola says.

“I don’t mind the traveling. I just don’t need to be falling sick again.”

“Malaria is the one to watch out for in Nigeria.”

“So I’ve heard. I’ve also heard the pills make you psychotic. I think I would rather have malaria.”

“You wouldn’t,” Deola says.

She has had malaria many times. The new strains are resistant to treatment.

 “Mind you,” Kate says. “Toxoplasmosis was no picnic. Here, take a look.”

“I’ll come round,” Deola says getting up.

Kate pushes the papers toward her. “No need.”

“It’s okay,” Deola insists.

She assumes Kate is being decent as  usual. Kate is hands-on about being decent. Kate dug out her Nigerian NGO files when Dára agreed to be the spokesperson of Africa Beat. Graham was against violating their policy of giving priority to countries with a history of fiscal dependability. Kate had to persuade him.

Deola walks to Kate’s side of the desk to look at the correspondence.

Kate covers her mouth  and mumbles, “Hell.”

“Are you all right?” Deola asks.

Kate stands up, face contorted,  and rushes out of the office.

Now, Deola feels foolish as she sniffs her shirt for perfume. Kate’s office smells vaguely of snacks with Asian spices that will linger on her all day. She waits for Kate to return, wondering if she would be better off leaving. Kate walks in wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Sorry about that,” she says.

“Was it my perfume?”

Kate shakes her head. “Not to worry. Anything sets me off. It’s awful. I can’t wait until this is over. I’m going mad. I had a huge  tantrum this morning and upset everyone at 
home. You know why?”

“Why?” 

“Toothpaste.”

“Toothpaste?”

“Yes! Toothpaste! Someone left the cap off!”

“I should leave you alone,” Deola says.

“I’ll be fine,” Kate says, sitting down.

“No, no. I’d better go. Can I take those with me?” She points at the papers. “I’ll bring them back when I’m through.”

“Yeth, pleathe,” Kate says, attempting to smile.

Kate has a habit of lapsing into a lisp whenever she asks for favors.

Deola takes the correspondence to her office, which is next door to Kate’s. The carpet is the same throughout the office, grayish blue. Her window is cloudy on the outside and there is dust permanently stuck on her white blinds. She has “in” and “out” trays on her desk and a matching organizer for her pens and pencils. There is no other indication that she intends to remain here. She doesn’t even have a calendar yet.

She leafs through the brochure of the NGO that supports widows, WIN—Women In Need. It was established in 1992. The print is blotchy and uneven in parts. The tabulation lines in the appendix are shaky and she comes across a statistic at the bottom: the average age of the widows is thirty-nine, her age.

Great, she thinks, pulling a face.

z

For the rest of the morning, she revises her report on the Delhi trip and drafts an audit program for Africa Beat. Then she makes notes about her pending trip to Nigeria, listing the information she needs to request, contacts she has to make and when. She reads the literature on WIN, which is somewhat unfocused and suggests that women of childbearing age have the highest risk of HIV infection. The director, Rita Nwachukwu, is a former midwife.

Graham  comes  to work looking quite  pink. He  is  back  from Guatemala. His bald patch is shinier. Deola only remarks on the weight he has lost. He offers donuts to everyone in the office in his usual defiant manner.

“’ere,” he says to her.

There is sugar in his beard. Deola takes a donut  and is careful to bite gently so the strawberry jam won’t leak on her shirt. They are in that section of the corridor between his office, hers and Kate’s. Kate walks out of her office and Graham presents the donuts to her.

Kate flops her wrists. “Get those away from me.”

Kate is a vegetarian and she practices yoga. She worries about gaining weight.

“Go on,” Graham growls.

“You slob,” Kate says, brushing the sugar out of his beard with her fingers.

Kate and Graham flirt incessantly. In private, Kate tells him off for eating junk food and he calls Kate an “eejit” if she mislays 
reports. Today, Kate barely taps his arm after she cleans up his beard and he cries out, “Ow! Did you see that, Delia?”

“I saw nothing,” Deola says, stepping back into her office.

He sometimes slips up and calls her Delia. He also talks about his morning commutes in present tense, saying, “I’m driving down the street,” while she is thinking, No, you’re 
not. You’re standing right here talking to me.

She overhears Kate saying, “Graham, don’t!”

This is another workplace symbiosis that amuses her, married employees seeking attention from each other, even when they are ill-matched. She has encountered other prototypes at LINK. They have their smiling woman who takes collections for birthdays and their peculiar man who looks bemused at every request, as if he alone in the world makes sense. There must be others like herself, walking around wondering if all their years of education should end in a dreary office, but they must be equally as skilled at putting on façades.

Later in the day, Graham tells her he is flying off to Paris for a conference. Deola hasn’t been to Paris in years. The last time she was there, she was in university. It was during the Easter holidays and she stayed with her cousin,  Ndidi, whose  mother  worked  for  UNESCO.  She  traveled overnight from Dover to Calais by Hoverspeed. It was freezing and there were drunken passengers on board singing football songs. Ndidi met her at Gare du Nord and took her to her aunt’s house in Neuilly. Ndidi had a Mohican haircut and had just bought herself a black leather jacket; Deola was in a red miniskirt, fishnet tights and thigh-high boots. How stylish they thought they were, kissing each other twice, and they laughed so hard that holiday that she peed in a chair at a crêperie.

Why hasn’t she been back to Paris, she asks herself as she leaves the office in the 
evening. At first, the Schengen visa put her off. For a Nigerian it was a byzantine application process if ever there was one. She got her British passport, then the Eurostar train began to run, then the terrorists started with their threats. She waited until she was sure they wouldn’t blow up the Channel Tunnel. Now she has no one to travel with. No one who is enough fun. Ndidi lives in Rome and works for a UN agency. She is married to an Italian guy and they have twin girls. Ndidi doesn’t even have time to talk on the phone anymore.

z

This week feels especially long and Deola is relieved when the weekend starts. She is lying on her couch in her pajamas on Saturday morning, watching a program on BBC2 with hosts who are as animated as cartoon characters. They talk about the latest hip-hop dance and after a while she changes to Channel 4, which is showing a reality experiment on beauty. Her TV remote is on the carpet by a glass with orange juice sediment and a side plate with the remnants of her bacon sandwich. She is relishing the taste of acid and salt in her mouth when her doorbell rings. The ding is loud, but the dong is broken and drops like a thud.
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