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1
            Mavis

         

         De firs’ bwoy I ever love did have a coconut head an’ a mout’ like a Julie mango. Sweet an’ soft, like him oil it up an’ rub it every mornin’. Him madda call him Adolphus St Dominic Franklin when him born, but him always seh we mus’ call him Frankie, like him puppa did name. Not dat him did ever clap eye pon him daddy since him lef’ an’ go ah foreign. Bwoy, Jamaican man wutliss like a dog when dem ready.

         Frankie used to tek me down by de gully side an’ turn up me face an’ kiss me, an’ bwoy, to dis day ah can still ’memba how me did feel. Like me couldn’t stop tremble an everyt’ing on fire. Is like the mouths fit together good, y’know? Him would stop an’ look inna me face hard, an’ touch me lips, like dem was pretty like fe him own. Look like him wan’ fe dead. We never use to kiss too long, because me was holdin’ me breath. Wasn’t like I never know how fe kiss – me an’ me sister dem used to practice ah nighttime on each other han’ corner – was jus’ dat de gully side did stink. Nuff dog an’ goat use to go down dere an’ dead off, an’ you could smell dem all up de side ah de gully. Me never want de stink-up smell fe spoil de sweetness of de kiss, so me scrinch up me nose every time. Frankie laugh an’ tell me seh is because me stocious.2

         We would kiss till me Auntie Myra come up to the top ah de gully an’ start call me: ‘Mavis, woy! Mavis, woy! You nuh see seh you madda deh call you?’ Dat time me know seh mamma was jus’ startin’ to t’ink about askin’ weh de school uniform deh, whether me bathe me sister yet, an’ by de way, who is dat bwoy you ah spend too much time wid, MIND HIM BREED YOU, me nuh want no more pickney inna de damn yard. Of course me auntie always did call me long time before me madda start excite up herself, so everyt’ing always did get done at de right time.

         Auntie Myra was like me bes’ friend dem time deh. She gimme one lick pon me ears, but jus’ a likkle one, to show me seh she know me deh ’bout, an’ den she laugh, a big belly laugh, like dem pregnant woman, an’ send me inside.

         One evenin’ me an’ Frankie ah kiss an’ ah talk bout t’ings. Him was dropping nice lyrics, seh him want to married to me, how we can save up money when him finish secondary school an get a job, an’ tell me how me hair nice, seh it smell good, an’ me eye dem big an’ pretty. Den him grab me titty an’ start squeeze it. Well, what a rass!

         Me was so ’fraid. Firs’ time me ever ’fraid ah man. Me never know where to put me eye, but me never like it. Maybe if him did jus’ slip it nice an’ gentle, like him never mean it, maybe me an’ him woulda married now. Maybe if him was kind. But him jus’ a knead up me chest like me is Christmas bun mixture. Me ah try tell him seh me nuh like it. Me tell him seh me jus’ want to kiss him up, love him up nice, y’know?

         Me seh, de bwoy get so vex me t’ink him was goin’ to pop up. Him face swell up an’ de blood start rush all ’bout 3in it, like somet’ing in deh ah try get out. Start cuss me seh me ah idiot, tell me seh him ah big man, an’ how me ah play like me is a pickney. Me was so vex me box him cross him face.

         Fe one second me swear him was going to lick me back, an’ even though dat never scare me like how when him grab me chest, me was ’fraid still. Me jump up an’ walk off, ah gwaan like me nice. Dat’s when him call to me.

         ‘You see you? You need a man hol’ yuh an’ give you a back-ways fuck! You hear me?’

         Me ah try walk, more ’fraid, ah look if me see anybody roundabout can help me. An’ me vex too, vex ’cause me couldn’t understan’ where it all run weh to, weh de feelin’ gone. Why de bwoy ah gwaan so. Me jus’ watch de hill side in de distance, walk me walk, try keep calm.

         Den him say it. Me never know what it mean.

         ‘Bloodclaaht wetty-baggie gyal!’

         Later on me ask me Auntie Myra what him did mean. Me never put it direct-like, cause me never want her know seh Frankie ah dis me. She never know. You know how Jamaican people love mek up word like dem is dictionary. She light de kerosene lamp, gimme one of her likkle lick dem an’ tell me seh me musn’t listen to nastiness. Me ah toss inna de bed ah wonder.

         Is next day me fin’ out.

         One girl me know tell me seh all de bwoy dem did start up wid it, seh is de popular word dese days. She say is like when a gyal gwaan like a idyat, like she wan’ sex a man, but when him really ah look it, she jus’ ah giggle up, gwaan soft, gwaan like she really nuh want it. A gyal who 4cyaan mek up her mind ’bout dem somet’ing deh. A gyal who cyaan deliver what she promise.

         Even now dat me is a old woman, me still feel shame. Can still hear Frankie ah cuss me by de gully side, dead rat an’ dog ah fill up me nose.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Jeanette, 14 June 1996

         

         They beat like drums, the fists. I could hear them from inside the courtroom. I could see them too, in my mind, heavy, striking over and over again, until they sounded like some terrible rain. I remember so many things about that day, but in quiet moments it is the fists that come back to haunt me, pull at me.

         Luckily, these moments are rare.

         When they do come to me, I always imagine their colours. Nicotine stained over deeper brown. Yellow lowlights in their palms, or chapped from the cold, or shining black with blue. Tales of their owners’ lives mixed into the edges, whorls and heart lines. They beat out a rhythm that I feel in my blood. I wonder how many of them were women’s hands, and what they were beating for, whether they were hammering for me or for him, whether they truly felt they should be there, breaking nails, splinters falling on the courtroom steps. I couldn’t hear the chant, although I was told there were many. I wonder if he heard them too, and how they felt to his heart. Did he rejoice in them? Was he frightened? Did he feel his bladder tighten, wonder whether he would shame himself among them, he, their hero? Did he want to be with them?

         Did he feel justified?6

         This is the story of how new hands came into my life. Not curled into fists, but cool against my cheek, hot against my hair. It is the story of how my hands, too, remembered how to unfold into an old freedom, and I reflect on this now, honour it as those fists have melted, linked with others, open palms touching, bare, vulnerable.

         When I hear the fists now, I turn away from them.

      

   


   
      
         
7
            Alexandrea, 14 June 1996

         

         I know now that Jeanette was terribly brave. After all, I didn’t have the courage to do what she did. But then, I spend my life pretending that everything’s okay. It seems to be my speciality.

         What stays with me is the guilt. It took me so long to see what was obvious. I saw Michael the other day and he told me that she was fine, looking extremely good, driving all the men crazy as usual. I shouldn’t even say that. We’re all responsible for how we feel. If they’re crazy, that’s down to them. He says that she has bad days, but it’s been a while, and of course, he helps. My brother has always been good with pain. He had enough practice with me.

         What I remember most is how angry I was. Smashed up everything in my room afterwards. And wondered whether the jurors were all people like me. God knows that before my brain started working, I would have done the same as them. I watched them over those few days, trying to climb into their heads. I can remember them so clearly: if I was any kind of artist I’d be able to sketch them. A big, broad woman with a face like a ham and flat, brown braids that she flicked out of the way. She chewed a pencil. A Chinese man, with a never ending stream of light blue suits, creased and polished to a high shine. Or maybe it was the same suit every day. Bill Waivers, sitting beside me in the gallery, 8snorting derisively at every word. I spotted him crying later. Wouldn’t have thought he was capable of it. I bet he didn’t even cry at his wife’s funeral. Oh, and I remember this nasty looking woman who was completely bored. She rubbed her hands on her trouser suit, as if she had glue on them. She kept foraging up her nostril like she was collecting for Oxfam. Disgusting. There was another woman, gorgeous and sticky with outrage. She would’ve been down with Jeanette. I bet she still thinks about it as well.

         I should go and see Jeanette one of these days. I really should. Michael says that the bump’s getting fatter, and he swears it’s a girl. He says she was in the bath the other day with their cat asleep on the bump. The baby kicked and the cat was so surprised that it fell off into the water. Pandemonium, he says. When he heard the screams he thought she’d gone into labour. She got a nasty scratch on her thigh.

         Still, she’s been through much worse.
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            Nicola, 14 June 1996

         

         The day before, I daydreamed. Imagined what the courtroom would be like. In my mind, it was a stage and as Shakespeare said, we were all the players. Lead, anti-hero, chorus in the pit, all of that. I’d never been in a courtroom. Ain’t no crime in my life. Except LA Law and Kavanagh QC. The judge had a powdery wig that looked more like a fluffy brain, ripped out of his skull and placed on top of his head, dull greys and browns. Lawyers that looked exactly like the johncrows that used to sweep down to examine unsuspecting, sunbathing tourists in Kingston.

         I imagined sitting in the visitors’ gallery. I could see what the judge was thinking. His hairy, exposed brain was throbbing, words running across it like fairy lights. One word was throbbing there for all of us to see, even before the trial started: Guilty. Guilty-Guilty-Guilty. Pink red letters. He was thinking about her, not him. The judge was looking at her, not him. She was the guilty one.

         It was my cue. I looked down at the script in front of me, but the rass pages were blank, I didn’t know my lines. The pause in the courtroom was going on and on, interminably, the johncrow lawyers were mumbling and the audience that was the visitors’ gallery were looking, and I wasn’t coming in, my mind was empty, and I tried to improvise, but 10Jeanette was putting me off because she was crying, crying and I didn’t know the words. The judge’s brain was getting larger and larger, blinking its on–off sign and I had stage fright for the first time, lost my theatrical virginity. Someone once asked me if I’d done that yet, and the judge, hearing no more, was bringing down his gavel to hit his lectern-thing, but he was hitting Jeanette, because she was in the way, and I was getting vexer and vexer and I knew that the reason I couldn’t control the daydream was because I was daydreaming in a nightmare, I was asleep and I was yelling ‘MIS-TRIAL! IT’S A DREAM!’ but it was too late, the gavel was going up and down, and he was laughing, that bastard was laughing as he got off and the judge hammered.

         I woke up. Cried. Cried snotty and nasty and ugly, like a pickney. Alex came in and held me, and thank God, there was none of that damn scrape-out-your-throat rum on her breath – at least that was something – and she hushed me, said everything will be alright, alright, every little thing.
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            September 1994

         

         The meal, like most aeroplane fare, was served in little boxes, parcels, squares and mounds of pretend food that did nothing to satisfy her appetite. Eventually, Nicola sculpted with them, turning her plate into a miniature Caribbean: larger pieces of bread for Haiti and Cuba, a smaller, well-defined Jamaica, peas for the Eastern Caribbean that fled away, curving down the plate in a sea of the white wine that was left in her glass. She was sketching itsy-bitsy parishes onto the impossibly small Cheddar Jamaica with a felt tip and wondering what she could use to fashion a palm tree when the stewardess arrived, peering down her long, gently carved nose. Feeling stupid, Nicola tried not to meet the woman’s gaze as the tray was lifted away.

         Sculpting with food was typical of her. Her friends teased her about her eccentricities and strange flights of fancy. The squiggles on the place mats, bus tickets folded and refolded into geometric shapes. She always wanted to be doing something with her hands. Her mother had told her that the devil found work for hands that were idle. It had been one of the last things she had said before she had died. Her death had made such small things precious to Nicola, even though she could not actually remember the words. If someone had told her that her incessant fiddling was a construct of 12 maternal memories she would have laughed. All she remembered of her mother’s death was its inanity. It sounded like a TV movie. A walk in the sunlight. The simple lack of what she herself had learned as a child, like all children (look right, look left) crossing the road. A simple walk in the sunshine and a moment in time that went wrong. Bang. Crash. Squealing tires. Apologies, a twisted face and the dull halls of Kingston Public Hospital. Her father, weeping. The only time she ever saw him cry. And then, nothing. She had been three, and now she remembered very little.

         She was an actress. As the stewardess lifted away the tray she mustered all her skills to smile at her. She wouldn’t worry, she promised herself, about the woman returning to her dainty little cubby hole. They all managed to squeeze into it. She knew that at six feet tall she could not have tried. She could imagine them swapping their transatlantic tales among their Sloaney friends. Ooh, what was it supposed to be? they would all scream. Fuck them. She shifted her rear on the seat and stretched the long muscle in her calf. She hadn’t been to the gym, a place she made her own, for a fortnight. Still, she reassured herself that she had had enough exercise. Swimming in the sea at Hellshire Beach, dancing at Devon House, to the beat of a guitarist who had dared to wear eyeliner to hoots and stares and accusations of battymanism. The holiday had satisfied her. She had put flowers on her mother’s grave because it was what people did, and stood there, not sure of what it all meant. As she left the graveyard a breeze crept through, blowing loose petals onto an adjoining headstone. It had seemed right to share, somehow.13

         Planes were never roomy enough for her, and she dreaded travelling. Privately, she suspected that she was claustrophobic, but wouldn’t have dreamt of telling anyone else. It was her own private worry, like a pimple in a personal place that you tried to squeeze when nobody was looking. She found it difficult to fit into enclosed spaces, ever since she had started the elongation process at age eight. Her limbs got in her own way, as well as the way of others. Sometimes she had to pause in the middle of a pub or some crowded street, realising that an errant, silky limb had intruded where it shouldn’t: someone’s face, perhaps, or more embarrassingly, her knee in someone’s groin. It happened a lot on trains. She would cross her legs, or shift to allow a passenger access, and her knees would move too high, dance in men’s laps.

         Alexandrea, her closest friend, couldn’t understand it. Alex was small, and she got in nobody’s way unless she wanted to.

         The masochist in Nicola enjoyed the mounting tension she felt in an aircraft, the particularly delicious frisson that went with trips to the toilet. Bumping and banging in their ammoniac brightness she would feel a tightening in her chest. Every time she went she thought of bursting into the galley and wailing her way up the aisle. Of course, she didn’t do it. It was a dalliance, a fantasy that amused her sense of drama. It was the kind of thing her boyfriend Julius would have disapproved of. His sense of drama was structured by beauty and order. He had a job to do. It had been his self-possession that had appealed to her first, when she had gone to audition for a part in his play. That, and the fact that he was white.14

         She stretched again, brushing her shoulder against the man beside her. His tray rattled. She had paid very little attention to him during the flight; in truth, she had been relieved that he was not the chatty type. Like most men who saw her, his smile had been wide, so she had dismissed him with her best haughty look. She was a warm woman, but she hated making small talk. It was enough to feel waves of their attraction to her. This comforted her more than idle chatter (Been away long then? Not really, two weeks. My, you have a wonderful tan! Yes, that’s what happens when you sit in the sun) and in flight talk was the worst. Still, she kept score. If her fellow passenger had not stroked a quick gaze up the tube skirt that hugged golden thighs, the jumper that could do nothing to hide a full bosom, the tiny waist, she would have felt failure. That would have stayed with her. Grinning to herself, she turned to start the familiar apology.

         The man’s eyes were closed. She saw, with sudden, electric attention that he was trembling. Recognition was bitter and bright in her mouth. She knew the smell. Oysters. Bitter pennies. Marshmallows gone dry in the sun. Come, gism, spermatozoa, whatever name you fancied. She could smell it on him and she could feel the tension in his body, and she knew what the jerk of his shoulders meant. She was frozen by his audacity.

         For a single moment she hoped that she was wrong, that he was asleep, that her mind was erring on the side of the impossible. But his hands were under his blanket, one of those sickly blue blankets that all hospitals (Bang. Crash.) and airlines seemed to buy in bulk, and this made it seem worse. Time had slowed perceptibly.15

         The man was masturbating. His rhythm was purposeful. And there, barely there, under the smooth sound of the engine’s hum, a sound. Slick, wet, smooth. A sound he was playing to. And the (bitterpenniesoystersraweggsmarshmallows) smell. The sound was horrible (snick-snick snick-snick) like someone tearing a plaster off their knee, but slowly. She wrenched her eyes away, and stared at the seat in front of her. Nervous laughter bubbled in her throat. She bumped into people a lot and laughed in inappropriate situations. Julius had threatened to never go shopping with her again after she had had an attack of whooping laughter in Harrods. A woman had walked in with a dog that looked like a cotton bud on the end of a leash, a dog bedecked in a silver coat that had matched its owner’s own silver sheath. The dog had urinated on his mistress’ foot and Nicola, suddenly wondering whether the woman was wearing matching silver underwear, had broken down. She had been so helpless with laughter that Julius had had to carry her out of the store.

         Now, unbidden, incongruous thoughts tumbled over each other. Was he using a lubricant? Oil? Did he keep a bottle of lotion? She bit her hand to stifle a giggle that was a sob in disguise. British Airways margarine?

         The man continued to masturbate as she fought for control. Unable to stop herself, she glanced over once more.

         He was looking straight at her.

         His eyes were very green, fringed with short, dark lashes. The expression in each of them was unreadable, a dark glaze, frozen mountains that she could not begin to climb. Someone had punched him, and the bag of a healing black 16 eye was shot with purple. His mouth was half open; flecks of spittle lay in his beard. When she told people about it, many years later, she could never remember how long they sat there staring, the blurred movement of his hand just out of the frame. She felt as if God was stabbing her with pins, quick, vicious adrenaline jacking her heart rate up, drowning in his eyes.

         He smiled.

         She broke away, one foot slipping on her coat that had fallen to the floor, hands scrambling for purchase on the chair, half in, half out, nerves shrieking. He was going to touch her, with those hands, those hands. A scream battled its way up her throat and somehow she hit her panic button, and she was screaming, thank Christ, because please, please, please don’t let him touch her and the passenger in front was on his feet, the whole plane was rising from its slumber, lights were flickering on, fragile, sleepy eyes turning to her, a stewardess rushing up the aisle, and she couldn’t wriggle her damned long body away, and the panicky realisation that she was getting in the way again thumped in her brain.

         All the voice lessons she had so lovingly learnt hit the ceiling, cracking the silence, saving her.
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         Jeanette Anderson studied the table in front of her and wished that she was somewhere else. Some fool had taken a knife to the wooden surface in a vain effort to feign immortality (Devon wuz here. Booyakka!) and she supposed he had the right. He would probably live out his life and do nothing more remarkable. Around them the waiters shuffled. The lunch hour was well past and the restaurant was preparing for siesta, girding its loins for the evening rush. She hoped they wouldn’t still be sitting there, in this iron silence, when the evening came. They’d probably try to fling them out by then anyway. She wanted to get away from it all, from this known boredom, from the man who sat across the table from her. She didn’t want to feel regret. Regret might tie her to him for another three years, and she couldn’t bear that. She had fallen out of love with her life slowly. She felt like a stone, a great boulder that had stood for years and somewhere in that time a single drop of water had fallen, glistening on her surface, faltering its way to the centre of her. With the changing months she had become colder, and the tiny moisture froze, hurting her, cracking her open, and she knew that the only answer had been freedom. Freedom to leave this life.

         She hated the way it had become a ritual. Wake up, work at the shop down the road that sold bric-a-brac, golden cherubs 18 at Christmas time, chocolate hearts in February, incense all year long, and who the hell cared about what the consumers wanted anyway; the regulars coming in and they knew her name and it offended her; the sameness of going home to Mamma, cut up the onions and the scotch bonnet pepper; Mamma’s cheap, bright earrings that she always wore glinting in the light, they were so bloody naff; and are you going to see your sister again tonight, you know she not bringing up that pickney right; and then walk home in the dying gloom, meet up with Charles, Charles who she’d chased solid for three weeks, using every single flick of hip and eyelash, every brain cell, every bit of punani power to get, and didn’t he see that single teardrop inside her freezing and expanding every day, didn’t he see that she could be more than this, more than their twice weekly sex ritual, put it in, take it out, cuddle, and there no more?

         ‘So that’s it?’ he offered. The question lay between them as the third waiter asked if he could refresh their drinks.

         ‘No.’ Charles put a hand over his glass. She could feel him thinking if this woman’s leaving, the bitch sure ain’t getting a next drink outta me. He was vindictive when he was hurt.

         ‘That’s it,’ she said.

         He dipped a finger into the glass and swirled the liquid there. ‘How long have you known?’

         ‘About uni? A month or so.’

         ‘No, Jeanette. Known about me, leaving me!’ His mouth twisted into a single, solid line. She reached out a hand to restrain him, but he shook it off. ‘Why you never tell, me, eh, Je?’

         She looked at him. ‘I’m telling you now.’19

         He leaned back. His mouth worked. ‘You leaving for university doesn’t mean we have to done.’

         ‘Don’t,’ she said. He let her place her hand over his and she felt an old feeling. It was never that she didn’t want him. Just that she wanted more. ‘Don’t make this difficult.’

         ‘Well, I’m fuckin’ sorry I’m making it difficult for you!’ His face was a mass of mixed emotion. Misery, rage, bewilderment. He leaned back again and glared at her. ‘You always were a bitch.’

         She raised an eyebrow. ‘Fuck you!’

         They sat in silence. He refused to look at her, one knee twitching in agitation. She fought back apprehension, tried to find words. Had been, all afternoon, since she had told him that a place in London waited for her, a chance to be. But there was no-one to make it better, no-one to explain that her leaving was due to no lack in him. What moment could have made it different?

         The truth was that she didn’t know what people meant when they talked about love. The flowers and chocolate hearts hid some kind of secret that she had never felt let in on. Dull affection she knew. She could feel a tightening dampness between her legs as he looked at her, but pushed it aside. She had wondered if that was love, the first time they laid down together, touching the puckering milk on her thigh as she pondered afterwards. And when she was able to walk naked in front of him, the first time she had let the breeze fall free on her body in front of a man, she had wondered again, is this it then?

         She didn’t know how to answer him because she had never had the answer. She wished that she could be happy, 20 marry him, settle down, do what seemed so easy for others. How cruel that she couldn’t.

         ‘Is it that bad?’ she asked. ‘Is there nothing left?’

         He smirked. ‘Friends? You want to be friends, Jeanette?’ He signalled for a waiter, and two leapt forward, shoes scuffling. He flung some notes on the table. ‘I’m leaving,’ he said, and rose to his feet, the collective sigh of the waiters soft behind them. He was a short man – a scarf round his head, pliant shoes on his feet – who liked an occasional spliff and t’ing, could wine till you cry, was polite to her mother, could lift her giggling niece above his head until she hiccuped herself to sleep and he wasn’t enough.

         ‘Why you have to be so? Stay with me a while.’

         He laughed. He couldn’t stay. If he did, he would find himself at her feet, clinging to the smell of her, and he wanted to save one thing for himself. He wanted to remember himself strong. But he couldn’t help pausing, to ask. ‘When you going?’ he said.

         ‘Friday,’ she said. Long plaits in front of her eyes like a wave. Let it stay there until I go, please, he thought, so I can’t see her eyes. If he didn’t see her eyes he could hold onto himself until Friday. He could stop himself begging.

         Jeanette watched him walk away into the dust of the high road. She took a deep breath, tucked her aloneness around the edges of her body. She’d keep it down until she got to London. She’d savour the wait.

         Life was about to begin.
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         Alexandrea turned to the contents of her flat and sighed. The boxes were neatly packed and labelled for the bathroom, the bedroom and the kitchen. Jackets hung over the door, carefully encased in plastic; each plate and precious ornament had been folded in newspaper and then encased again in beige or yellow or green tissue paper, so she had yet another way to identify them on unpacking. She picked up the final piece, a little statuette in chrome and miscellaneous metal. It had been a Christmas present from Nicola, a small figure behind a desk with a typewriter on it, a diminutive, personalised name plate beside it on which her identity stood in black letters: Alexandrea Watson. Journalist. Nicola had bought it in a shop in Oxford Circus that made them to order, for accountants, butchers, farmers, anything you wanted. A minuscule pencil holder held equally dainty, silvery pens. Beside that, a little newspaper. Nicola had found a photo of the singer, Sade, and the manufacturers had obligingly stuck this to the model. Above it, the name of the paper: Black London.

         Alexandrea smiled, ran a finger across the words. Already, her days as an arts reporter at Black London seemed far behind her. Perhaps she would ask Nikki where the shop was, get them to change the name plate to 22 Television Researcher. That, after all, was what she would become on Monday morning.

         She walked around the flat, her bare feet soft on the cheap, but good quality carpet. She and Gerry had quarrelled over the colour; he had been sure that its dull yellow would clash with everything else, but she had known it would brighten their home. He’d had to admit she’d been right. Not that it made any difference what he thought now. He was gone.

         The small bin bag leaned against the door. It looked forlorn, all on its own, but she couldn’t bear to have it standing beside anything else. She reminded herself for the third time that morning that she should dump it out in the skip at the back of the building. She moved forward resolutely, but found herself on her knees, fumbling for the knot she’d tied into it. She knew it wasn’t a good idea, but still, moments later, its contents littered the floor.

         Letters. Some fading at the edges, all still faint with the smell of his aftershave. Gerry had thought it cute to send her pongy letters through the post. She had been embarrassed every time the postman slipped one through the door, but relieved too that Gerry understood her need for just that kind of declaration.

         Other lovers hadn’t understood that under her ambition was a massive neediness. They had given her books, practical things for the house, clothing. Only Gerry had known that she wanted poetry, flowers, sticky toffee and expensive chocolate, and yes, she admitted it, the stuffed dog that stood, melancholy, next to the cinema tickets for the film they’d seen on their first date, and tulip petals, dried and 23 strewn through the rest of the things. Perhaps he had known nothing at all. Perhaps he was just tedious that way. Perhaps all his ladies – past, and, she felt a pang as she thought it, present – had soft toys and tulips. It wasn’t imaginative. He hadn’t been imaginative.

         She filtered through the remains of their relationship with a heavy hand. He had forgotten a shirt, soft and willing, the colour of bricks. Of course he had had to leave it. She’d been wearing it in bed the morning she had woken up and found him gone. Just a note, scribbled in his manic handwriting, that she uncrumpled and looked at:

         
            I’m sorry. Have to go.

            Will call

            Your Gerry.

         

         Of course he had signed it that way. He signed everything that way, the terribly bad poetry he’d left on her pillow, or on the fridge for her to laugh at. They had all sounded like childish nursery rhymes, banal, repetitive, rhyming. But she had loved them. She loved him. Bleary-eyed, through sleep, she’d thought the Dear John letter had been another one of these offerings, and had sat in their bed, reading it, trying to understand how dreadfully wrong this poem had gone, and what could it mean? Then the finality of the words had hit her and she hadn’t known what to do. Who was she without him? Friends didn’t even know her name anymore. They had become an amalgam dubbed Alex-and-Gerry. It sounded like one word: Alecsungerry. Who was she without people looking over her shoulder, expectant, for him, and 24 who was he without the same? Was he somewhere else now, a new entity, Michelle-and-Gerry, Lisa-and-Gerry? Was it that easy?

         She poured it all into the bag and sat back on her calves. The pain, huge and somehow radiant, had not gone away. Of course, it lulled to an impassive ache when she was working, or when she drank. The drinking was a little something that was teetering on the edge of a problem, and in August, on her birthday, she had resolved to take it in hand. She had poured the lager and the whiskey and the vodka down the sink, overpowering their (my) little kitchen with the smell. Hadn’t drunk since. And she had stuck to that for a whole month. But Lord, it was only the second day of September, and she wanted one. Just a small one. No, actually, a massive pint of something that she could pour down her throat and drown in.

         Alexandrea was no fool. She knew exactly what she was doing to herself, weeping over dead memories and pouring alcohol down the hatch. Over the ache was a living anger, but she was not the kind of person who accessed that feeling easily. Nicola kept telling her to let it out, cuss the damn fool, cuss him out, even in your mind, for leaving two years of a relationship like some damn fly-by-night, too ’fraid to talk to you about it. He was a jackass anyway and you’re too damn sexy to be thinking about him for a minute more. But she couldn’t find the words to condemn him. If she dismissed him in that way she would be dismissing all they had had, all the whispered promises and the lovemaking and the shared dreams. And then what would it all have been for? What good would it have been? 25 If she dismissed Gerry as a fool, that made her a fool for loving him. She couldn’t do it. Not yet. So she played a tape recording of their days in her head, over and over again, assuring herself that when he too realised that the situation was ridiculous, when he got sick of the playback he would return. Even now, a day away from moving in with Nicola, she hoped he would knock on the door. She imagined him saying he was wrong, that she was right, and how could he ever, for one moment, have thought that a life without Alecsungerry was anything other than empty? She would delight in unpacking, no, she would make him unpack, put their lives back in order, and then they would both go and pick up Nicola at the airport. He would apologise, of course, for putting her best friend to so much trouble. It would all work out. Perhaps Nikki would see their love and decide to move in with Julius. And she’d go to work and show them a thing or two.

         The fantasy clicked its way through her head, colourful, almost real, as she took the bin bag down the stairs and left it there, a light steam rising upwards from the burst bag next to it, tomato skins and tin cans rotting in the cold air.
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         Alexandrea smiled as she watched Nicola stride out of the customs gates towards them. She had company as usual, four of them this time, hanging on. Two of the men trying to keep up with her were passengers, clutching luggage and boarding passes. The third was an official looking gentleman with a bald head and trousers that clung, awkwardly, to his ankles, ballooning at the hips. He reminded Alexandrea of John-Luc Picard in Star Trek. Except clumsier. A baggage boy brought up the rear, admiring Nicola’s legs, goggle-eyed. Nearly every set of male eyes in the vicinity had joined his. Nikki’s magic was strange: the ability to draw people (men) like butterflies, sore with anxiety to please. Alex felt a small pang. Nobody would ever, or had ever, left Nikki. She wondered what that was like, never feeling rejection, never having to wake up to an empty bed if you didn’t want one. She chided herself. There were few people she knew who deserved love more. She supposed that her friend got it because she gave it. She was open, her scent invited acknowledgement. It was part of the natural order of things.

         If she had really thought about it, she would have realised that if Nicola was open, she herself was a closed bud. Full of potential, yes. But her understanding of herself was 27 overlaid by pragmatism. She didn’t just want to flower. She wanted to succeed. At everything.

         The tall man standing beside her shifted impatiently. ‘I wonder what’s happened,’ he said. ‘That man isn’t just chatting her up. Something seems to have happened.’ They watched the Picard lookalike waving his arms around, obviously discomfited. The other three men nodded. A chorus. Nicola’s head was on one side, listening, then she stuck her hand out. Alexandrea grinned again. She could see the man pulsate in pleasure as their fingers touched.

         She glanced up at Julius. His eyes were fixed on his girlfriend as if he had never seen her before.

         ‘Does it bother you?’ she asked.

         He tore his gaze away and tried to concentrate. He knew Nicola’s body language. As a director it was one of the things he noticed first. She was pretending, but he saw the tension. He looked at Alexandrea.

         ‘Sorry?’

         She tilted her chin in Nicola’s direction. ‘Does it bother you when other men …’

         ‘No.’ He was lying. Ever since he and Nicola had started their relationship he had known he was in a position that most men would envy. But he, too, was used to people looking at him. Even as they stood there he saw a woman staring from across the concourse. He hated it when people recognised him. He felt as if he owed them something, but exactly what was difficult to define. At least Nicola could guess: the glances she got were always about sex. Men wanting it and women hating her for it. When someone looked at him, their impressions were overlaid with their 28 own personal reverie about who he was: famous director, the constant rumours regarding his sexuality because he kept his personal life out of the papers, whether they’d liked the last production or not, his insistence on solitude. He could see the question lit up, electric blue in their heads: WHO IS JULIUS FRASER? It offended him that they should presume anything, having never met him. The woman yanked at the arm of her partner and whispered, pointing. Mercifully, her husband was not as interested in star spotting. They passed on. Julius glanced around him. His publicist had wanted to come to the airport with them, but he had put her off. At least let me walk as a normal man, he had grumbled.

         ‘He-llo …’ Alexandrea tugged at him.

         ‘At least I know what they want from her,’ he answered.

         She looked at him quizzically. ‘And you don’t know what they want from you?’

         He shook his head.

         ‘They want to be acknowledged,’ she said.

         ‘I don’t understand.’ He watched the woman glance back at him. ‘Does she just want me to say hello, smile, give her an autograph?’

         Alexandrea laughed. ‘That as well. But in the end, it doesn’t matter. She becomes somebody because she’s seen you. Watch her at bingo tonight, or talking to her children. It’ll be “I saw Julius Fraser today in the airport. He was standing with a black woman. He wore a green tie and jeans. He was waiting for someone.” And then they’ll try to guess who it was, who I was, how you were feeling, whether you looked like a nice man.’ She paused. ‘It’s a guessing game. 29 Celebrities are our gods now. We look to them for something we lack. You have the power to make them feel every time they see one of your plays. And that makes them wonder. It fascinates them. They want to know you and how you do it.’

         Julius raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s that complex?’

         ‘Aw, c’mon, Julie. Didn’t you ever admire someone? Don’t you admire any celebrity now, even though you are one?’

         ‘I can’t say I do. Oh, sure, I’ve admired people in my time. But never to the point of hunger. And I’ve met most of them now, anyway. So have you. You’ve probably met more famous people than I have.’

         ‘That’s why I know,’ she said. ‘One thing that continually fascinates “stars” is how they’re perceived. And they’ll talk about it, if you press them.’ She grinned. ‘Like you are now. Oh, look – here she comes!’ She stepped forward to greet Nicola, who was walking towards them. ‘Girl, you get a tan!’

         Nicola tripped and fell forward slightly. The men gazing after her looked bleakly on as Julius steadied her. She flung her arms around him and put her face in his shoulder. Despite himself, he glanced around. No-one was looking.

         ‘What’s wrong, sweetheart?’ He kissed her quickly.

         ‘Oh my god, there was this man and he was jerking off beside me on the plane and I just totally freaked—’

         ‘WHAT?’ Alexandrea bristled. ‘Did he hurt you? Did he touch you? Are you alright?’ She plucked at her friend’s long, toffee-brown dreads. Nicola turned to her, bending for a hug.

         ‘I’m alright. You should see de bloodclaaht ugly bwoy! Me nearly bawl. Woke up the whole rass plane.’30

         It constantly amused Julius that even though she was a foot shorter than Nicola, Alexandrea often took on the role of her protector.

         ‘—then they took him into another part of the plane and handed him over to the police as soon as we landed. That man I was just talking to apologised and said that next time I flew they’d bump me up to first class—’

         She was getting more animated. He pushed aside his anxieties and pulled her into his arms again. She looked at him. Her eyes were too bright. ‘Calm down,’ he said softly. ‘Calm down. You’re okay …’

         He felt her relax slightly. Alexandrea looked away.

         ‘Am I?’ Her eyes were large, pupils expanded.

         ‘Yes.’ He soothed her with the word.

         ‘Yes.’ She shivered. ‘Damn you. You always make me acknowledge what I’m feeling.’ She tried to smile. ‘As for firs’ class, dem mussee t’ink seh idyat don’ travel in style too. Like I’m safe from the wankers of the world just because there’ll be personal TVs and champagne, to rass.’

         ‘You’ve got the accent back,’ Alexandrea observed.

         ‘Weh you ah try say, gyal? Me is a Jamdowner, born an’ bred!’

         ‘Yeah, but you get Cockney when you tryin’ to chat up British men though!’

         Nicola drew herself up to her full height. ‘It’s hard being me, innit?’

         The two women broke into laughter, clinging to each other. Julius took a firm grip on the baggage trolley and watched them giggle. Nicola was a long drink of water. The skirt hugged a tender waist and legs that looked a mile long, 31 stretched flames of muscle and gold. Once they had been on a train and a black American man had leaned forward to him as they had stepped on to the platform. Throw that ass into the air and it’d turn into sunshine, he had joked, leering. Julius had spent moments imagining how good it would have been to throw the Yank’s head into the air and watch that turn into sunshine, but he had controlled himself. Nikki had smiled.

         Alex was neat. Tiny ears set back against a small, well-formed skull. Hair a silken helmet that forced you into the depths of her eyes. A body cut from a single, dark-hearted stone. Nothing superfluous. She skirted five feet tall and was tougher than she looked, antiseptic where Nicola was redolent. And quick. Sometimes he felt as if she could see inside his heart. He was glad that she had never interviewed him, and could understand why she was good at her job, why she specialised in celebrity profiles. Once she turned her searching gaze on you you were hard pressed to lie. Or insult her with superficiality. He couldn’t understand why she was switching to television research. She was a writer. An observer.

         Nicola was pulling at his elbow. ‘Tell me, how’s the move going?’

         Alexandrea scowled. ‘Trust you to leave us with all the work.’

         ‘You mean you didn’t spend all my hard-earned money on a removal van? What happen? Because I know that Julius hand join church!’

         Julius teased. ‘Please don’t speak so much Jamaican in my presence. You know I don’t get it.’32

         ‘He’s just trying to stop me from telling you that he paid for the whole thing,’ Alexandrea said.

         ‘Julius! You didn’t! You know I hate it when you—’

         ‘Oh be quiet, you ungrateful cow. The man’s doing you a favour.’ Alexandrea swiped at her friend’s rear end.

         ‘But—’

         ‘Nikki, shut up!’ They were in unison. Nicola laughed as they walked towards the exit. ‘Me see seh the two of you gang up on me while me gone, eh? What else you been doin’?’

         They linked arms.

         *

         Five hours later the two women collapsed onto cushions in the living room of their new home, panting, smiling in tired glee. Nicola’s three cats wound their way through the pile of boxes in the hallway, playing rough and tumble. The living room stretched out in front of them, large and airy. In one end, Alexandrea had piled throw cushions in deepening shades of blue and yellow, but here and there were other colours: a large blood-red heart, an indigo one of indiscriminate shape, another like a huge orange sun. A television, VCR and stereo crouched at the other end, next to stacks of CDs where jungle mixed with blues that rocked with soca and danced to disco from the eighties. A weirdly shaped vase held court on a side table. Shaped like a snake, the sunlight flew through it and created iridescent patterns against the wall. Alexandrea had insisted that it be placed there, a present from a favourite cousin. They had a cheerful argument 33 about it. Their friendship had always been punctuated with arguments. The softer Nicola battling the harder Alexandrea. What they had in common was words.

         The house was large, an old brick-layered monstrosity that Nicola had discovered through an estate agent before she’d gone on holiday. The two of them had fallen in love with it on their first viewing, Alexandrea delighting in the large garden at the back, poking around, imagining what it would look like when the weather changed and she could get the trowel out. There were three bedrooms, but the last was so small that they had decided to change it into a study. Books had been unpacked onto shelves that Nicola banged together, both of them knowing that with the PC sitting on the small pine desk it would be Alexandrea’s domain. She would be able to look past the slanting roof and smile at her gardening efforts.

         By unspoken agreement Nicola had bagged the master bedroom, upstairs at the front of the house, with big bay windows that she could sit in and dream. The movers had sworn and sweated getting Nicola’s bed up the winding, antique staircase. It had been the staircase that had sold it to her. Wrought iron with cunning patterns cut into the frame, she could see herself poised at the top step, then descending gracefully. ‘If you don’t fall flat on your face,’ Alexandrea had pointed out, laughing.

         Strip board floors had been polished to a high shine downstairs, with a champagne carpet in the master bedroom and dove grey in the smaller room. Nicola would have been happy to fling the red sheets she already had on the bed, but her friend had hintfully bought her a cream set. Alex liked things to match. The house had both dining 34 room and living room, but they had decided to convert the original living room into a bedroom for a third flatmate when they found one. Nicola had insisted on this as there was no way that a lack of money was going to keep her from this house or her fantasy stair descent. All the rooms were large and airy, wall to wall cupboards in the bathroom, washer and dryer in the kitchen, a clothes line stretched across the garden. Their landlord, who had been living there, was recently divorced. He’d cried when he left.

         Nicola got up to snap on a lamp, and then, on impulse, took a bottle of white rum from the refrigerator. She began to sprinkle it on the back steps, the scent filtering through the fading winter day.

         Alex regarded her with frank amusement.

         ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

         ‘Old Jamaican tradition. You have to christen the house.’

         ‘Are you sure you got it right? That stinks!’

         ‘Of course I’ve got it right.’ Nicola flapped a hand at her and sploshed a little bit more. Alex was not convinced.

         ‘Aren’t you supposed to rub the rum on your chest and then sweep the spirits out of the house with a broom?’

         ‘Cho, gyal, me know what me doin’.’

         ‘Rubbish. I tell you, you need a broom. I brought one from my flat.’

         Nicola turned to glare at her. ‘Who live in Jamaica for fourteen years?’

         Alex smiled. ‘You. But I’m sure I read somewhere—’

         Nicola advanced on her menacingly, the bottle held aloft. Alex began to splutter, scrambling to get out of the way, but her boots scraped ineffectually at the carpet.35

         ‘You wouldn’t dare!’

         Grinning, Nicola tilted the rum. Wet patches scattered across Alexandrea’s T-shirt. ‘Bitch!’ She dived for Nicola’s feet, making her stumble. They toppled on the edge of disaster as the cats ran from under foot. Nicola finally managed to kick the lighter woman off and, clutching the uncapped bottle, collapsed once more on the sofa, laughing uproariously. She took a swig and choked mid-giggle. Alex pounded her back, slightly too hard.

         ‘I don’t know where I’m getting the energy from. I’m pooped.’

         Alex propped herself up on one elbow and looked at her.

         ‘Your eyes do look like pissholes in the snow …’

         The other woman grimaced. ‘Out of the mouths of babes and best friends!’

         Alexandrea examined her top. ‘I won’t be your best friend anymore if this stains,’ she said.

         ‘I’ll buy you another one.’

         ‘After swanning off to the Caribbean I doubt you’ve got any money left.’

         Nicola looked away, momentarily embarrassed. It was true that her bank balance had been depleted by the trip home. She was hoping that Julius’ play was going to take off in a big way. Alexandrea guessed her thoughts.

         ‘Hoping for the big one with Summer Alienates?’ she asked. Nicola pretended that the production was like any other, but she knew her friend better than that. Nicola wanted this to make her one of the major players. She had watched her ambitions grow over the last couple of years. Others wouldn’t have seen it, but Alex knew the nature of 36 the beast. She herself had wanted it since the tender age of six. Power. If she had power she could make sure that no-one suspected her insecurities. Work balanced the emotional needs. She wouldn’t have been able to articulate it, but she knew that if she was a good journalist she could forgive her heart its foibles, its bad choices in men. Give her power and it wouldn’t matter.

         Nicola was staring at the wall. ‘Julius would be really pissed off if it failed,’ she said.

         ‘Forget him for a moment. What about you?’

         Nicola closed her eyes. ‘I don’t want to think about it. He said it was stupid for me to go off to Jamaica three weeks before we opened, and I’m beginning to see why. I didn’t want to say it to him, but I think I’m forgetting all my lines.’ She changed the subject abruptly. ‘How have you been? And I mean really?’

         ‘Fine,’ Alexandrea said. She’d woken up out of a million dreams about Gerry while Nicola had been away and each had left her as sore as the last. She felt like a stuck record, playing the same phrase over and over again.

         Nicola noticed that Alex was biting her thumbnail, something she did only when she was under pressure. There had been a lot of that recently. Physically, Alex looked much the same, but there was a fragility in her that hadn’t been there before. Alexandrea had always been the leader, decisive, articulate. But she found it hard to finish sentences now. She would drift away mid-conversation, eyes like dark, wet pebbles. The night before Nicola had left for Jamaica, they’d gone out for a drink with friends. A heated discussion had taken place, about explicit lyrics in music. Alex had always 37 been the one who rose to a challenge, but that night she had curled into a ball as the debate raged. Finally she had slipped away. And although she had not drunk anything – specifically refusing the cocktails – she had looked as if she had wanted to. It had been odd. It was as if Gerry had broken something small but essential. A cog, a wheel, removed a pin or twisted a lever. She tried to be light. ‘Any pretty boys at Monique’s party? She always has men all over the place. Makes me wish I was single.’

         Alexandrea sighed. ‘There was this one guy …’

         ‘But he wasn’t Gerry, right?’

         She had tried so hard for the party: put on a little green dress and the silver earrings her brother had given her for her 24th. And sexy underwear. Rich, peachy lace that rustled when she moved. She had always taken comfort in good lingerie, enjoying its feel, the secret of what was underneath all her own. She was a sensual woman, for all her outward control, and had an erotically charged relationship with herself. She remembered walking into a furrier once just to feel the furs, passing her hand through mink and fox, smiling. Her sheets were always crisp cotton, the best she could buy, her shoes plump with shiny leather, she kept flowers on the windowsill that she buried her face in and perfumed lotion that she would rub into every nook of her body. But at this party even the secret joy of her body couldn’t help. Gerry’s departure had made her even more insular.

         She couldn’t bear anybody’s touch. Monique’s hug had made her start back, and the play just now with Nicola had bothered her, not because of the stained top, but because 38 she had been forced to touch somebody. It was wrong. Nobody was Gerry. His absence echoed in everybody else’s fingertips. She couldn’t bear it.

         Nicola spoke gently. ‘Sweetie, you can’t be wasting your life. I know I might be out of line, but it’s been three months. All I want you to do is let someone take you out to dinner. Just to talk. Let them tell you you’re pretty.’

         ‘He wasn’t my thing,’ Alexandrea said. Her throat hurt.

         ‘Did he have a job?’ Nicola joked.

         Alexandrea rolled her eyes and tried to smile. ‘Yes …’

         ‘Treat you good?’

         ‘Mmmm-hmmm.’

         ‘Was he good-looking?’

         ‘If you like that kind of thing.’ She didn’t want to have this conversation. Apart from the fact that he hadn’t been Gerry, despite the fact that he had worked in advertising, his eyes had been blue.

         Nicola had a look of triumph on her face. ‘He was white, wasn’t he?’

         ‘Nikki—’

         ‘Bwoy, you don’t have to feel no way. I know you don’ check for that. Look how long I know you. I just think, well, when you feel better, you could give it a try. One day. Just to see. Look at me and Julius. He’s irie. We get on. We’re compatible, we want the same things, we have the same interests. Doesn’t matter that he’s white.’

         Alexandrea felt the old tension rising in her, the same way it did every time they had this discussion. The thought of dating someone who wasn’t black offended her. Julius was nice, but she could just imagine the pitfalls. How could 39 he understand the basics? How could she walk with him through London as a black woman, feeling the pressure, and not go home and hate him, even for a moment, for what he represented? She bit down the thoughts. They’d never agree on this one. Never.

         Nicola was continuing, the cats now piled on her lap. ‘Boy, I’m trying to understand. But it doesn’t make any sense to me. I know you want a brother man, but there are negative sides to that as well. The average black British man is so busy trying to beat down Babylon he don’t have no time to sweet you up.’

         Alexandrea wondered how she knew. She’d never seen Nicola with a black man. Not even for five minutes. Irritation prickled her, and she knew the subject had to be changed. Her smile was weary.

         ‘I’ll have to keep putting up with the shit until I learn better.’

         ‘Oh, Alex …’

         ‘Forget it, Nikki. I have to get ready for tomorrow anyway. First day at work and all that.’ She rose to her feet.

         ‘Let me help …’ Nicola said.

         ‘Nah. You’re tired too. I’ll see you in the morning.’

         Nicola listened to her patter up the stairs. Eventually she headed for her own room.
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