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Praise for Queenie


‘Hilarious, compelling, painful, enlightening, honest. I loved it’


Dolly Alderton


‘Queenie is a masterclass in how to write accessible political fiction about race and gender. Funny, relatable, sad, and hopeful; Candice Carty-Williams is a writer to watch’


Christie Watson


‘Brilliant, timely, funny, heartbreaking’


Jojo Moyes


‘Funny, wise and of the moment, this book and this writer are the ones to watch’


Kit de Waal


‘Queenie has all the things you want in a debut novel – a startlingly fresh voice, characters you fall in love with from the very first page, and a joyous turn of phrase that makes this book almost impossible to put down. In turns hilariously funny and quietly devastating, Queenie is an important, timely story’


Louise O’Neill


‘Candice Carty-Williams is a fantastic new writer who has written a deliciously funny, characterful, topical and thrilling novel for our times’


Bernardine Evaristo


‘Adorable, funny, heartbreaking’


Nina Stibbe


‘Queenie is the sort of novel you just can’t stop talking about and want everyone you know to read. Snort your tea out funny one moment and utterly heart-breaking the next … I absolutely loved it’


AJ Pearce


‘Hilarious and off the wall and tender’


Nikesh Shukla


‘Candice gives so generously with her joy, pain and humour … a beautiful and compelling book’


Afua Hirsch


‘I ate this up in one greedy, joyous gulp. I loved Queenie and was cheering her on all the way’


Cathy Rentzenbrink


‘I was engrossed and loved Queenie – her humour, her pain, her politics, her friends, her family!’


Diana Evans


‘A really special book with much to say about black female identity, sexual politics, group chats & emotional becoming in a way that feels totally unforced. Filthy, funny & profound’


Sharlene Teo


‘Queenie is the best mate we all want – funny, sharp and more than a little vulnerable. I loved climbing inside her mind and wish I could have stayed longer. I adored this novel’


Stacey Halls


‘Candice Carty-Williams is my new favourite writer and she will be yours, too … I needed this book in my early twenties. I have never felt so seen in fiction. My heart is full’


Alexandra Sheppard


‘I enjoyed Queenie a lot; sharp, relatable, and incredibly evocative’


Jenny Colgan


‘This is an amazing novel about what it means to be a black girl whose world is falling apart and needs to find the strength to put it back together’


Roxane Gay





Praise for People Person



‘Wonderful. People Person is about 5 half-siblings (1 dad, 4 mothers) who, in response to a crisis, meet as adults and start shaping themselves into a family. It’s a warm novel, funny and full of emotional intelligence. The tone is light-hearted, even comic at times, but underneath there’s an undertow, a steady drumbeat reminding us of all the microaggressions Black people experience on a daily basis – and that white people are mostly oblivious of. I cannot recommend it highly enough’


Marian Keyes


‘People Person is a triumph. I was so moved by this tender, often humorous, portrait of these five siblings, their burgeoning relationships and all their complexities. I loved every one of these beautifully rendered characters and I’m sure the world will too. I couldn’t put it down’


Caleb Azumah Nelson


‘A dark comedy full of zinging dialogue and all the consolations and complications of family. A treat’


Jesse Armstrong


‘The Penningtons are a large, messy family and I got to know each member intimately. This is an expertly crafted novel about family secrets that kept me on my toes from start to finish’


Liv Little


‘People Person is a portrait of a family that is as poignant as it is hilarious. It had me belly-laughing, then picking up my jaw from the floor, then nodding in delighted agreement. Candice is a writer who is not only revealing modern Britain with each of her novels; she is defining it. Cyril Pennington is a character for the ages, but this story truly belongs to the children he never managed to parent. I loved it’


Sara Collins


‘People Person is more than just the title of this phenomenal second novel. It’s a statement of intent. It’s a declaration that when Candice Carty-Williams writes she captures the hearts and minds of readers everywhere’


Melissa Cummings-Quarry, Black Girls Book Club


‘I loved People Person. Candice is so gifted at pulling you in as a writer. The storyline is hugely arresting and I was gripped immediately. Candice is remarkably perceptive in the way she writes people; her characters are so well drawn, and so believable. When I wasn’t reading People Person I was thinking about it and I had to finish it at the earliest opportunity’


Annie Mac


‘People Person is fresh, funny and tender – Candice is the voice British fiction needs’


Pandora Sykes




People Person is dedicated to all the single mums.


Especially the ones who try their best to raise their children


with the love of two parents.
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‘Hello? Hi, is this Nikisha? Hi, it’s Dimple. Number three in the line, last time I checked. Yeah! It’s been a while, hasn’t it? You good? Yeah, no, I’m not so good, actually. I’m in a bit of a sticky situ— and I remembered what you said about calling you if— okay. Uh-huh. Yep. Yes. I’ll text you my address now. Okay. Yeah, I’ll see you in a bit.’





Chapter One



Their father, Cyril Pennington, was not a discriminatory man. He had five children. Five children that he claimed, with four different women. Though, claiming isn’t the same as paying child support, or being physically, mentally or emotionally present. Claiming, in Cyril Pennington’s way, was being generally aware that he had five children (and possibly more, but he wasn’t going to go looking), remembering their names and sometimes their birthdays, and asking them for money when times were hard. He worked as a bus driver, spending his days doing very little in addition to his job but flirting with passengers, chasing women much too young for him, and playing dominoes with his acquaintances at the barber shop near the bus garage. Although he was, unknowingly, a master of detachment, Cyril saw himself as more of a people person than a father. Sadly for his children, this sociability didn’t extend to the five of them in a way that was mutually beneficial.


Cyril’s eldest was Nikisha Pennington. Fiery, driven and bright, she’d decided long ago that having a man in her life was never essential, more like something nice to pick up when she needed and put back down when she didn’t. She had very little time for daddy issues, and actually found the term offensive; the suggestion that she had the issue as a result of being left behind was unbelievable to her. Nikisha’s mother was Bernice. Bernice’s mum had worked at the dental practice Cyril’s mother Delores ran with her husband. Cyril had known Bernice for a while before he’d got her into bed and subsequently got her pregnant.


Bernice was a slim and captivating, wildly flirty Jamaican woman with an outwardly sunny disposition but mainly a tongue that would, and could, lyrically destroy you. Nikisha had picked this up from Bernice as she’d grown older, and sometimes deployed it, but only when she needed to.


Then came Danny Smith-Pennington. His mother was Tracy Smith, a friendly and more than accommodating petite white woman with a dark blonde bob, who lived on the block near the bus garage where Cyril worked. Cyril would help Tracy carry her shopping up the dull stone steps to the flat until the day she asked him if he’d like to come inside for a cup of tea. When she fell pregnant, Cyril, in his own optimistic way, vowed to himself that he’d make strides to be present in the life of this child, and also to Nikisha, the two-year-old daughter he already had. That was the first time Cyril had ever notably lied to himself.


Three years later, Cyril became father to Dimple Pennington, and Elizabeth Adesina. Not twins, but born three weeks apart. Dimple arrived, weeping as gently as a baby could, three weeks early, while Elizabeth, who would be known as Lizzie by those close to her, arrived silently, precisely on schedule, and already seemingly unimpressed by the world she’d been born into.


Cyril had met Janet, Dimple’s mother, at a nightclub on Old Kent Road he was DJing at. His DJ name was Fireshot. It was also the name of the soundsystem he’d built back in Jamaica before London called his name. Cyril had liked Janet because she was big. His type was usually smaller, more lean women, but when he laid eyes on Janet’s heavy chest and big, round bottom from the decks, he was so distracted by what he saw that he dropped a bottle of Red Stripe on the turntables. Her full body piqued his interest in a way he hadn’t been able to let go of, physically or mentally. Cyril had promised her the world, and, suitably, had left her with a child. Janet, an Indian-Jamaican woman who had aspirations to be a legal secretary, knew nothing of Cyril’s previous children, and when she found out, she was equal parts livid and heartbroken, though she hid her disappointment. She wanted a child to love, yes, but she also thought that what she’d found in Cyril was a man who would love and support them both, not a man who could whisk up, on the spot, seventy-five reasons why he couldn’t pay child support this week, but that he ‘might be able to help in a couple weeks’ time’.


Lizzie’s mother was Kemi Adesina, a young nurse Cyril had met when visiting his mother Delores in hospital. Kemi, the picture of dignity, was athletically built with a long, slender neck, and was a proud and firm Yoruba woman who was committed to a full and prosperous relationship with this man who was to be the father of her child. When she found out that this wasn’t going to be the case, she put the encounter with Cyril down to a lapse in judgement and didn’t speak a word to him until the day Lizzie asked where her dad was. This was around nine years after her conception. Kemi called Cyril up, exchanged some quick pleasantries with him, and put him on the phone to his daughter.


When Nikisha was ten years old, Cyril had gone to visit his eldest daughter for the first time in six years. He had given up all of his false aspirations of being a father to her, but it had been Nikisha’s birthday a couple of weeks before and he thought it might be a good thing to take her a card. Nikisha had looked at her father, and the card, with derision, then went out to play with her friends. Cyril stayed, and reacquainted himself with her mother, Bernice, who looked just as good to him as she did when Nikisha had been just a glint in his eye.


Nine or so months later, one frosty December day, came Prynce Pennington. Nikisha, who was probably more suited to being an only child, actually took to being an older sister well. Mainly because she realised there was no point in fighting it; the first time Prynce took food out of her mouth to eat it for himself, she knew this sort of activity wouldn’t be a one-off. Everything she had became her little brother’s. Even her time. Prynce grew up to be a schemer and a dreamer. Selectively forgetful but sharp, charming and excited, but largely uncommitted to anything.


One day, when all of his children were of what he believed to be approaching courting age (apart from Prynce, who was nine), Cyril decided that this day, this Saturday, would be the day that they all met. He jumped out of the bed that sat in the corner of his little studio flat, padded over to the window and pulled aside the sheet he’d been using as a curtain for the last three years. The sun was shining and the sky was as blue as the sea he remembered from back home. He loved days like this. His mood was entirely dependent on the weather, though he didn’t know why. If he ever let his mind roam to interrogating any possible reasons, he chalked it up to missing the sun he’d known on his skin every day when he’d grown up in Jamaica. Things were very simple to Cyril, so if you’d said the term ‘seasonal affective disorder’ to him, he’d start a fight with you and accuse you of trying to put a spell on him.


He went into the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face and brushed his teeth. He only had one full front tooth, plated in gold. Of the other front tooth, he only had half. He always told women that he lost the other half in a fight, when actually he’d fallen over when he was drunk and smashed his face on the steps going up to his flat. He swilled water round his mouth, spat it out and smiled at his reflection in the cracked mirror above the sink. He decided that today was going to be a good day.


Cyril left the bathroom and sauntered over to the sound system that took up most of his living space: a record player he’d won in a game of cards hooked up to three once-broken speakers that he’d found outside a nightclub, convincing a friend to help him carry them home. He flipped through his prized record collection, deciding that this morning he was in the mood for some Johnny Nash.


He took time and care to remove the record from its sleeve, then its plastic sheath, balancing it delicately between his thick, otherwise clumsy fingers. He smiled as he lowered it down onto the platter, feeling the same buzz he felt every time he lifted the needle slowly from its place and dropped it on the spinning disc.


The crackle of the vinyl felt like a balm to his soul, and when the music began, Cyril felt his whole body relax.


The shower in his house was broken, and he hadn’t remembered to pay the gas bill on time, so Cyril had a bucket bath with some hot water from the kettle. The electricity bill was always paid on time because Cyril couldn’t live without music. And it wasn’t like he minded not having hot water. This way, he was reminded of bathing back home. When he’d first come to London, the functionality of a shower was so luxurious to him that he almost didn’t trust it.


After his bucket bath, he moved across his little flat, towel round his waist, the once-taut stomach that had been threatening to become a pot belly for a little while peeking over the top of it.


He took his time moisturising himself before he got dressed, opting for a pair of black trousers with a black leather belt and a salmon-red, short-sleeved shirt. He liked this shirt a lot. He couldn’t remember which woman had given it to him, but he knew he definitely didn’t buy it himself. He finished his look with a small gold chain. From it hung a cross pendant from his mother that danced down between the space where his pecs had once been.


When he was fully dressed, Cyril danced small steps around his flat until the needle lifted itself off the vinyl and signified that it was time to leave for the day. That was how Cyril did things. He tried not to rely too much on actual time, more on feeling, on instinct, how the world was moving around him. How he had kept a job was a mystery to everybody that knew him, especially his own employers.


Cyril left his flat, carefully locking the door behind him lest anyone broke in and stole anything to do with his music. He strutted down the steps to the ground floor, left the building – an old Georgian house that had been converted into way too many flats – and smiled widely at the postman coming up the path.


‘Anyting for me, Bill?’ Cyril asked the postman. ‘Unless it’s bills you bring me, Bill. You cyan keep dem.’


The postman, a white man named William, with a curious moustache, laughed politely, shook his head and shrugged his shoulders at the same time. It wasn’t that Cyril’s accent, one that he’d refused to drop since he’d arrived in England decades ago, was particularly strong, but William still had no idea what he was saying to him, even though they’d spoken to each other in some way pretty much every day for the last year.


Cyril climbed into his vehicle, a shining gold Jeep. It was his pride and joy. Most, if not all, of the money he should have spent on child support, or even living slightly more comfortably, went on the gold Jeep. He truly loved it more than anything else in his life and he didn’t see a problem with that. He put the key in the ignition, wound the windows down and slid a reggae mix CD he’d got at the barber shop into the drive. Before he took off, ‘Inna di Bus’ by Professor Nuts blasting through the speaker, he pulled the sun visor down and smiled at his reflection in the mirror, his gold tooth glinting back at him.


‘You is a handsome man, Cyril!’ he said to himself. He was definitely not a man who needed lessons in self-love.


First, he arrived at Bernice’s. He’d timed it so that she was out doing Saturday shopping in Brixton market. He didn’t want to get into it with her, didn’t want to have to answer any questions about what he was doing with his kids on his own time. When Cyril pulled up, Prynce was already outside, eyeing the gold Jeep suspiciously. The loud reggae blaring from it had already disturbed him from roller-skate practice.


‘My yout!’ Cyril smiled, pulling up and sticking his head out of the window. ‘How yuh still so small?’


Prynce knew not to talk to strangers, so backed towards the house as quickly as his roller-skates would let him.


‘Nikisha!’ Prynce called into the house behind him. ‘Stranger danger!’


Nikisha, now nineteen, ran out of the house, frying pan raised above her head.


‘Back up!’ she shouted. ‘Oh.’


She rolled her eyes at the gold Jeep, and the man inside it, and lowered the frying pan.


‘It’s your dad.’ She stroked Prynce’s head with her free hand.


‘Who?’


‘Well, your dad and mine,’ Nikisha told Prynce. ‘He’s called Cyril.’


‘Ohhh,’ Prynce blinked slowly, looking at this man with fresh eyes.


‘Y’all right, Nikisha?’ Cyril called out. ‘Since when yuh know how fi cook?’


Nikisha looked back at Cyril blankly.


‘Why are you here, Dad?’


‘I’m taking you out for the day.’


‘Are you?’ Nikisha laughed. ‘What’s the occasion?’


‘How old is this one now?’ Cyril asked Nikisha, pointing at Prynce. ‘Six? Seven? Him small!’


‘He’s nine,’ Nikisha corrected him. She thought about hitting him with the frying pan.


‘Nine!’ Cyril exclaimed, looking at both of his children. Nikisha already looked exactly like her mother did when he’d met her. Prynce looked like Cyril did when he was nine. But much skinnier.


‘There doesn’t have to be an occasion,’ he told Nikisha and Prynce. ‘It’s a nice day, so I thought, why not? Lemme see mi kids dem, lemme take them somewhere nice.’


Nikisha opened her mouth to ask her dad why he’d turned up today of all days when it had been years since he’d seen them. She was ready to ask why he thought he could drive up to their house in this oversized and garish vehicle with no notice and disturb their peace for the day, to ask why he wouldn’t be nice to Prynce, who hadn’t seen him since he was about two. But instead, she told Prynce to swap his roller-skates for trainers and use the toilet before they went out. Maybe it would be good for Prynce to see what their dad was like instead of always asking. Nikisha did not have the answers.


‘And wash your hands, Prynce!’


Nikisha put the frying pan on the cabinet by the front door and made her way into the Jeep.


‘How are you?’ she asked her dad, immediately turning his music down. It wasn’t that she didn’t like reggae, it’s that she liked to be able to hear a conversation without having to guess eighty per cent of what was being said.


‘As you find me.’ Cyril smiled, turning the music back up and restarting the CD so that Professor Nuts played again.


‘Wha’ you know ’bout this tune?’ Cyril shouted over the song.


Nikisha blinked back at him.


Once Prynce was in the car, seatbelt on, Nikisha shook her head in wonder at the day’s change of plans. This was her experience of having Cyril as a parent in a nutshell, though. You think you’re about to have a normal day and suddenly you’re reminded that a) you have a dad, and b) your dad wasn’t actually a parent. Cyril started driving, zipping around the streets of south London, not concentrating enough on the road but slowing down and eyeing pretty much every woman that they passed.


‘Dad, can you remember that we’re here, please?’ Nikisha pleaded, checking her seatbelt was secure. ‘Where are you even taking us?’


‘We’re going to the park,’ Cyril told her. ‘But we’ve got a couple— no—, t’ree stops first.’


They pulled up to an estate in West Norwood that Nikisha had never been into but recognised because it was close to the bus garage she knew her dad worked at.


Cyril unclipped his seatbelt and jumped out of the gold Jeep.


‘You two wait here,’ he told them, disappearing into the estate. When he returned, following him was a mixed-race teenage boy who couldn’t have been that much younger than Nikisha. Handsome, taller than Cyril but a lot slimmer, and with loud acne dotted across his forehead and cheeks.


Cyril climbed into the driver’s seat, and the boy opened the back door and slid in behind Nikisha.


‘Who is this? Who are you?’ Nikisha asked, turning to her dad, then to the boy, for an answer.


‘It’s your brother.’ Cyril shrugged as if Nikisha had asked a silly question.


‘I’m Danny.’ The boy smiled, holding a hand out for Nikisha to shake.


Nikisha ignored the hand.


‘I’m Nikisha, that’s Prynce,’ she told him.


Nikisha turned back to Cyril and stared daggers at him. He didn’t notice though; they were back on the road and the music was back on. Cyril didn’t have a care in the world.


‘Nikisha, run the CD back for me, track one again,’ he asked his eldest.


‘Where are we going?’ Danny asked their dad over the music.


‘The park,’ Cyril told him. ‘But we’ve got one or two stops first.’


They drove to Norbury, a strange little area that was nestled between Streatham and Croydon, not taking any trait from either surrounding area but not really having any defining traits of its own.


The gold Jeep pulled up outside a little two-up, two-down house. Cyril parked swiftly and expertly in a space that had before seemed physically impossible for the Jeep to fit into.


‘Actually, lemme jus’ move down there a piece,’ Cyril said, driving out of the space and parking a little further down the road.


Again, Cyril jumped out of the Jeep. When he returned, behind him was a plump teenage girl, hair big and wild, most of it escaping what was once a loose bun on top of her head.


Cyril got back into the Jeep, and the girl opened the door behind the driver’s seat, looking frightened when she saw a strange older teenage boy and a strange quite young boy looking back at her.


‘Move up, Prynce, let your sister get in,’ Cyril called to the back. ‘Dimple, you don’t need to look so frighten’!’


Nikisha rolled her eyes as Prynce took his seatbelt off and shuffled up next to Danny.


While Dimple took a running jump to get into the gold Jeep, Danny leaned over Prynce and clipped the middle seatbelt over him.


‘Thanks,’ Nikisha, who was watching from her visor mirror, said to Danny.


Danny nodded.


‘Dimple?’ Cyril turned the music down.


‘Yep?’ Dimple asked quietly, not looking at anybody.


‘This is your sister, Nikisha. Your eldest sister.’ Cyril gestured loosely at Nikisha. ‘That’s Danny, the bigger one, and you see the smaller one? Him name Prynce. They’re your brothers.’


Cyril turned the key in the ignition. ‘An’ we got one more stop.’


‘You sure it’s only one?’ Nikisha asked Cyril.


Cyril laughed, even though nobody in that gold Jeep was finding anything funny.


Close to half an hour of the most silent journey ever later, Cyril stopped the gold Jeep again. This time in Clapham, close to the common.


‘Won’t be long,’ he said, taking his seatbelt off. ‘Talk amongs’ yuhselves.’


A few minutes later, he returned to silence. Nobody in that gold Jeep was saying a word. For a second, he wondered if they were even still breathing. Behind him was a slim and pretty girl who, to Nikisha’s eye, seemed like she was around the same age as the last girl Cyril had collected.


‘Someone will have to sit on laps,’ Cyril said, opening the back door and peering in at the three sets of eyes, all like his in some way, staring back at him.


‘Such a big car and not enough space for all your children?’ Nikisha asked Cyril.


‘It would seem that way!’ Cyril replied cheerfully, the bite of the question lost on him.


‘I’ll get in the back, Prynce can go on my lap,’ Nikisha said. ‘Why don’t you come in the front? What’s your name again?’


She pointed at Dimple, who looked embarrassed.


‘Why her?’ Cyril asked. ‘Let the little boy go on her lap, nuh?’


‘Because she’s the biggest one,’ Nikisha said, unclipping her seatbelt. ‘She’s taking up the most space in the back.’


Nikisha’s comment hit Dimple in the chest and landed at the bottom of her stomach, where it would stay for a long time. Dimple’s face got hot and she tried not to cry as she also unclipped her seatbelt, then swapped places with Nikisha as the new addition to Cyril’s unwilling gang stood outside and crossed her arms.


Nikisha pulled Prynce onto her lap as this new girl climbed into the Jeep with long, slender legs.


‘I’m Elizabeth,’ she said, with surprising dryness for someone her age. ‘I’m assuming you’re my brothers and sisters?’ she guessed, her tone surprisingly dry for someone her age.


‘Smart girl. Does anyone ever call you Lizzie?’ Nikisha asked.


‘Only family,’ Elizabeth said pointedly.


‘Okay, Lizzie,’ Nikisha said, ignoring this. ‘I’m Nikisha, eldest. This is Prynce, youngest. I dunno how old these two are. You two can introduce yourselves.’


‘I’m Danny, hi,’ Danny smiled, from the middle. ‘Seventeen.’


‘And I’m Dimple,’ Dimple said, almost in a whisper, from the front seat. ‘I’m fourteen in July.’


‘How old are you?’ Nikisha pointed at Elizabeth.


‘Fourteen in August,’ Elizabeth sighed as she pulled her seatbelt on smoothly.


‘Eh, Lizzie, I know your mum doesn’t play you any reggae when you’re at home – listen to this!’ Cyril laughed, putting Professor Nuts on again and turning the volume up.


‘Dad! I’ve heard this song a hundred times now,’ Nikisha protested.


Cyril turned the volume up higher.


When they arrived at Clapham Common, all walking behind their dad and very separately from each other, Cyril bought each of his children ice cream, having to borrow some money from Nikisha to pay for all five.


‘Good thing I brought my purse,’ Nikisha sighed at him.


Before he went over to the ice cream van, Cyril made them stand in a circle.


‘Right,’ he said to them. ‘Know each other’s names, and know each other’s faces.’ He watched them, nodding as they all took each other in properly.


Cyril smiled as they recognised the similarities they all shared and wondered why he hadn’t had them all in the same place sooner, before swiftly realising that the answer was their mothers.


Nikisha, despite looking so much like her mum, had the same nose as Danny, while Dimple had the same eyes as her non-twin Lizzie, and to an extent Prynce, who had the longest eyelashes out of all of them. Lizzie and Prynce had the same smile; they’d inherited their dad’s big teeth, when he’d had the front ones intact. Only Dimple had two dimples, while the rest had one each, on the right side of their face.


Despite them all clocking how they did and didn’t look like each other, none of them felt any connection to the other. Nikisha and Prynce only had ties because they lived in the same house, but a nineteen and a nine-year-old didn’t really have a lot in common otherwise.


Dimple looked up from the floor, anxious. She didn’t know what to say to any of these people. She looked over to Cyril, hoping he’d be on his way back over, but he was locked into a boisterous conversation with the ice cream man. She noticed how he stood as he waited. All of his weight rested on his left leg while the other was stretched out, the toe of his foot touching the floor lightly. She did that when she was doing the washing up. Her mum always used to say she must have been a ballerina in a past life.


None of Cyril’s children were going to smile the way their dad was smiling as he turned and looked at his mixed-gender, five-a-side team.


‘Is this the first time you’ve all met?’ Cyril asked them, sauntering back, the cones of five dripping 99s in his hands.


‘Yes, Dad.’ Nikisha couldn’t believe her ears. ‘Obviously.’


‘Wow.’ Cyril exhaled. ‘Time really flies, don’t it?’


Nikisha was over this, she wanted to get back home. Her boyfriend was coming to knock for her later and she needed to shave her legs. Danny was sort of bemused by the whole thing. He didn’t really ever let anything get him down. He was probably a bit too laid-back in general, which would come back to bite him one day. Dimple was overcome with emotion with regards to the whole meet-up, but was determined not to show it, especially after what Nikisha had said about her.


She wanted to get to know them all. They were her siblings! Half, whatever, but they were her brothers and sisters. And it wasn’t like making friends came easy to her. Lizzie couldn’t give a fuck about any of them. She wanted to go home and tell her mum that Cyril had basically kidnapped her and forced her to spend time with a group of Jamaicans.


And what was Prynce thinking? Prynce just wanted another ice cream.


‘This is so none of you ever buck up with each other on road and fall in love or have sex or any of dem tings,’ Cyril stated. ‘Because that, my children, would be illegal.’


‘Despite the fact that you got four women pregnant within a five-mile radius of each other,’ Nikisha said, ‘I doubt that was going to happen. We all look like you enough to know. Even the mixed-race one.’


Danny nodded, dutifully accepting the facts.


‘No offence,’ Nikisha said. ‘You just are.’


‘Nah, none taken.’ Danny shrugged. ‘I just am.’


‘Listen, Nikisha,’ Cyril started. ‘I just want you all to be clear and know who is who so I don’t get any surprises down the line.’


‘You’re one to talk about surprises,’ Lizzie said. ‘How many other women have you got?’


‘I don’t want to think about sex,’ Prynce groaned. ‘I’m nine. That’s weird.’


‘Weird or not, I am just doing my duty as your father.’


‘Your duty?’ Lizzie, already bored of Cyril and his ways, scoffed. ‘As our what?’


‘Anyway, look.’ Cyril clapped his hands together. ‘Now that you all know each other, it’s up to you to make friends if you want to make friends or whatever.’


‘I don’t think we’re gonna be friends, Dad,’ Nikisha said, then turned to her half-siblings, half of whom wouldn’t have minded being friends. ‘But if anything ever happens, you call me, okay?’


Danny, Lizzie and Prynce nodded, then looked at each other, blinking, ice cream dripping down their hands.


‘And I mean it. Anything,’ Nikisha added.


Dimple, not eating her ice cream because she could still feel the earlier comment about her weight expanding in her belly, didn’t consciously acknowledge what her half-sister had said. Instead she vowed, in her head, that she would never ask her for anything ever.


‘Talk a little bit, nuh?’ Cyril prompted his kids, his twinkling eyes wandering over to two twenty-something Black girls sunbathing in shorts and bikini tops.


‘Dad!’ Nikisha clicked her fingers. ‘Eyes over here!’


Cyril laughed, stood back and crossed his arms.


‘Why don’t you tell each other what you like at school?’ He suggested, so out of touch with his children that he hadn’t recognised that two of them had long left secondary education.


‘I left school when I was sixteen, Dad,’ Nikisha started. ‘I was gonna study project management at college but the course schedule didn’t work with looking after Prynce, so. I dunno. I’ll see when Prynce is in secondary school.’


‘So what, you wanna tell people what to do for a living?’ Danny asked her. ‘So you’re bossy, basically?.’


‘Very.’ Nikisha nodded. ‘What about you?’


‘Errr? I like fixing things. I like working with my hands,’ Danny told his half-siblings. ‘I dunno what it is but when I was in school I’d just fall asleep in lessons aaall the tiiime.’


Prynce laughed at this. He liked this older boy in front of him, he seemed silly.


‘Anyway,’ Danny continued, ‘I do a mechanical apprenticeship now. Like, cars and stuff. It’s good. Messy. But good.’


‘What about you?’ Nikisha looked at Lizzie, who was licking her ice cream neatly, concentrating so that she didn’t get any of it on her hand.


‘I’m going to be a doctor,’ Lizzie answered, not taking her eyes off her ice cream.


‘Okay!’ Danny exclaimed. ‘Confident, I like it!’


‘Mmm.’ Lizzie nodded.


‘So you must already be top of the class, yeah?’ Danny asked.


‘Yep,’ Lizzie said.


‘I want to be a BMX biker.’ Prynce smiled.


‘Oh what?!’ Danny exaggerated a jump backwards. ‘Swear? That’s the best job I’ve ever heard! I might have to copy you, you know!’


Prynce beamed to himself as he bit down into his ice cream.


‘What about you?’ Nikisha looked over at Dimple.


‘Huh?’ Dimple had got so into her head about having to answer that she forgot she was required to be part of the conversation.


‘School? Job?’ Nikisha asked.


‘Er …’ Dimple looked up at Nikisha then looked back down at the floor. ‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know what you study?’ Lizzie asked her, furrowing her thick, neat brows. ‘Or you don’t know what you want to be?’


‘… I do the usual classes.’ Dimple nodded. ‘I just … don’t have a favourite thing. Maybe drama, actually. But I don’t have a thing that I want to do.’


‘You’re so shy and you like drama?’ Nikisha laughed. ‘I think you’re gonna have to find a new favourite subject.’


‘She’ll figure it out,’ Danny told Nikisha, putting a gentle hand on Dimple’s shoulder.


Cyril, thinking that he’d done a really good and worthwhile thing today, smiled, took a deep breath and looked around him as the sun kissed his face. His eyes went back over to the sunbathing girls who had got up to leave and were crossing the park. As he watched them walk over to the pond, he thought he recognised someone he didn’t feel like having a conversation with today.


‘All right, it’s time to tek you all home now.’ Cyril strutted into the middle of his circle of children. ‘I’ve got things to be doing.’


Cyril took his children home in the reverse order he collected them in. Lizzie was first because he knew that Kemi liked to know details, and in hiding the details of today from her, trouble was coming. The second Cyril pulled up, Kemi approached the gold Jeep at lightning speed, flinging the back door open and looking at the weary children inside who were all too young to understand the magnitude of the day they’d had.


‘Elizabeth,’ the woman barked, not acknowledging the rest of Cyril’s children, nor Cyril, who’d wound his window down to greet her. ‘Out, now.’


Lizzie flung the door open on her side and hopped out. She closed it behind her, not quite a slam but almost, and trotted around the car to stand behind her mum.


‘Kemi!’ Cyril exclaimed. ‘What do you?’


Kemi stepped up to Cyril’s open window and held her index finger up to his face.


‘When I came after Lizzie to give her a jumper, I looked closer and who do I see driving away? You, and all of these little heads bouncing around in this stupid big masculinity car. Never again. My Lizzie doesn’t need to consort with the rest of your litter.’


‘Who’s this woman talking to?’ Nikisha shouted from the passenger seat. ‘Litter? Litter? Let her meet my mum and tell her about litter.’


Cyril let out a low laugh.


‘Kemi and your mum have already met. That was really something.’


‘Come on,’ Kemi said to Lizzie, pulling her away even though, clearly, Lizzie did not want to stay there.


‘One down,’ Cyril sighed, pulling away from the kerb.


Next to be dropped off was Dimple. When Cyril pulled up to the two-up, two-down house in Norbury, her mother Janet was already outside. Cyril wondered if he’d ever get the chance to dip back in to Janet’s curves.


‘You see you, Cyril?’ she began, opening the driver door. ‘You’re going to hell.’


‘That’s a bit strong, Jan,’ Cyril laughed as Dimple tumbled out of the gold Jeep and managed to land on her feet.


‘No, it’s not strong enough, Cyril,’ Janet spat. ‘I really had to find it in myself to let you rock up here and take Dimp for the day even though you haven’t spoken to her for months, or given me one penny in years, and when I do, Sharon calls me and tells me she sees you, Dimple and your four other children on Clapham Common? Cyril, I couldn’t believe my ears.’


Cyril laughed again.


‘And you’re laughing!’ she shrieked. ‘As you always do. Well, you’re going to laugh in hell.’


Janet turned to her daughter and placed her hands on Dimple’s chubby cheeks.


‘Are you okay, Dimp? Did they say anything to upset you? You can tell me!’


‘I’m fine, Mum.’ Dimple pulled her mum’s hands away from her face, embarrassed.


Janet turned back to Cyril.


‘Hell,’ she told him. ‘I mean it.’


Janet pulled Dimple, who was trying to wave goodbye to everyone in the gold Jeep, into the house.


‘You see how mad women are?’ Cyril asked, turning to Nikisha.


‘Well …’ Nikisha shrugged. ‘Aren’t you the common denominator?’


‘Where you learn these big words?’ Cyril asked as he closed the door on the driver’s side.


If Nikisha had glared any harder at her dad, her eyes would have bored a hole in the side of his head.


‘Your mum won’t give me any trouble, Danny,’ Cyril said, setting off to West Norwood. ‘She’s always been a good girl.’


Danny, not sure what to do with this information, just nodded, then quickly forgot what his dad had said when he looked out of the window and got distracted by literally anything in his eyesight.


Danny’s drop-off, as Cyril had predicted, was smooth. Danny said a cheerful bye to his dad, Nikisha and a sleeping Prynce, jumped out of the Jeep and made his way into the estate.


They took off again. Cyril, optimistic as he was, was silently relieved that this day was almost over. This snap decision to bring all his children together was meant to have been fun; instead, Cyril had taken a verbal battering from a number of women and his kids didn’t even chat to each other.


Nikisha turned to look at Prynce, who was still asleep, then turned back to her dad.


‘Why did you turn the music down when Dimple got in the car?’ she asked him. ‘And not for the rest of us? Why’s she so special?’


‘What?’ Cyril kept his eyes on the road. Even though he didn’t really know his children, he loved them all the same. Each got twenty per cent of the love he had to offer. No more, no less.


‘Is it ’cause her mum is one of them Indian-looking women?’ Nikisha pressed, annoyed. ‘I always hear how you lot go on about “good hair”.’


Cyril pulled over and made sure he put on the handbrake loudly and in a way that might have seemed authoritative. He turned to Nikisha.


‘So that’s why you made that little dig about her size.’


Nikisha didn’t say anything.


‘You didn’t think I heard that?’


‘It’s the truth, though. She is the biggest.’


Cyril tutted.


‘You’re too old for alla that. Dimple is soft,’ Cyril continued. ‘She’s always been like it. You, you have fire. Lizzie, she’s been giving me a run for my money every age I’ve known her. Prynce is too young to know anyting and Danny is, how yuh call it? Happy-go-lucky. But Dimple, she’s soft. Everyting affects that girl. The breeze blows the wrong way and she bawls. You look at her in a way she nah understan’ and she’s weeping. So we haffi treat her wid kindness.’


‘Since when did anyone get special treatment for not being strong enough?’ Nikisha huffed. ‘That’s her problem, not mine.’


‘You’re her sister,’ Cyril said. ‘It’s your problem too.’


‘Half,’ Nikisha clarified.


Cyril drove Nikisha and Prynce back to Battersea. As the gold Jeep swung onto their road, Nikisha turned in her seat and saw that Prynce was still sleeping in the back.


‘Better wake him up,’ Cyril said, pulling up.


‘Why?’ Nikisha said. ‘He can just be carried in.’


‘You’re as strong as that?’ Cyril smiled. ‘You must be a Pennington fi true.’


Nikisha looked at her dad and wondered if it even occurred to him that he, the father of this small boy, might be the one to carry him into the house.


‘See you soon, yeah?’ Cyril said, finding another CD to put on. He’d lost interest entirely.


Nikisha hopped out of the car and opened the door closest to Prynce. She stroked his face softly to wake him up and said his name quietly.


‘What you doing?’ Cyril jerked round. He put a hand on Prynce’s knee and shook it roughly. ‘Get up!’


Prynce’s eyes shot open and he looked terrified as he tried to realise where he was.


‘What are you doing?’ Nikisha asked, unclipping her little brother’s seatbelt. ‘You scared him!’


‘My son isn’t going to be no sof’ bwoy!’ Cyril cackled.


‘Well, when you raise him you can have a say in how he’s going to be.’ Nikisha held Prynce’s hand as he sleepily lowered himself from the gold Jeep.


She led her brother towards the house without saying goodbye. Before they’d got inside, Cyril had already driven off.


Later, after a stop at the betting shop where he lost most of the money in his pocket, and another stop at the Caribbean takeaway down the road, Cyril let himself into his flat and got a beer out of the fridge. He put the food on the side. He wasn’t ready for it yet. After the day he’d had, he knew he also wasn’t ready for that kind of emotional warfare again for a long, long time.


And so, the months and then the years went on with Cyril promising himself and the mothers he’d take the children out again, and separately this time. But whenever he went to do just that, he grew more sensitive to the conflict he’d face when he’d have to see them, not for one second thinking he was to blame for any of it. And so, the promises to see his children again turned into suggestions, then rumours, until finally, an acceptance on all sides that it wasn’t going to happen.


Apart from Nikisha and Prynce, whenever the rest of Cyril Pennington’s children saw each other in a shop, or on the street, doing the polite thing of exchanging numbers and saying they’d meet up, none of them really felt any need to speak to each other again. Why would they? They barely had anything in common. They didn’t even have Cyril Pennington in common, really.





Chapter Two



Dimple, Cyril’s middle child, now thirty, sat at her dressing table. She was slimmer. She wasn’t skinny, though, not by any measure of European standards. When she was growing up, she’d seen her solid arms and her legs as problem areas, but now, and only because of the compliments she’d been given on her thighs and bum, she accepted the thick limbs that she’d always accused of letting the rest of her body down.


She was good at doing her own make-up, so that went a long way on the road to being considered attractive. Sometimes she got comments on her selfies calling her ‘leng’, and that went some way to making her happy. The fire emojis made her happy too. When she was in her mid-twenties and social media had run her life, she had this sliding scale of how much people loved her based not just on how many likes she got on a selfie, but on the emojis they dropped. Fire was the best, obviously. Heart eyes followed, but she didn’t like them as much. Her least favourite was the crying emoji. It was meant to be cute, yes, but Dimple didn’t want to be cute. She wanted to be sexy, and hadn’t yet accepted that some people were born sexy and that she wasn’t one of them. But, she was definitely attractive. She was cute! And she had something about her. Which was better than nothing.


The boiler next to her room rumbled and clanked to remind her how cold it was outside. She turned her ring light on, then checked her face in the mirror. She patted under her eyes gently with her index finger, and wondered if a different pair of lashes would hide how puffy they were.


She clipped her phone into the middle of the ring of bright light and opened the camera, taking a deep breath and smiling widely as she did. She rolled her shoulders back and pressed record.


‘Hey, guys! It’s me, Dimple!’ She stopped recording, cleared her throat, then did a couple of vocal and jaw exercises.


She pressed record again.


‘Hey, guys! It’s me, Dimple. I’m here with a quick but really sad message.’


Dimple looked down at her lap, then up again.


‘Now, as you know, me and Kyron have been in a challenging relationship for a while. One that’s had a lot of ups and downs. And a few of the downs you know all about.’


Dimple paused to tilt her head back and give the illusion that tears were about to fall from her eyes.


‘Anyway. I’m sorry to have to break it to you that we’ve decided to call it a day. Even though we love each other so, so much, we realised that we’d come to the end of the road. We made each other so happy, but happiness can’t be everything, can it?’ She paused for dramatic effect. ‘And of course we’re going to continue to be friends. I can’t imagine a life without him. Please leave your girl some words of encouragement in the comments below! Love ya!’


Dimple stopped recording, took the phone from the stand and watched herself back before giving it a quick edit. She wasn’t happy with it, but thought she’d get more sympathy if it didn’t look too polished.


She uploaded the video to her channels, then put her phone on airplane mode, even though fewer than a hundred people were going to watch that video. Followers aside, Dimple was an influencer in the sense that she believed she was one. Every influencer had to start somewhere, even though she’d effectively been starting on her influencer journey and had the same amount of followers for at least three years.


Dimple bit her bottom lip hard as she thought about all of the red flags Kyron had shown in the early days. The inconsistency, the angry outbursts, the jealousy and also the not answering his phone but then turning up when he could be bothered and accusing her of being the tricksy one.


For a while, she’d understood all of those things to be passionate, and not to be actually very bad personality traits that would be used as weapons later on down the line. That’ll happen when your dad is almost entirely absent. You can start thinking that any male attention is good attention. Kyron had been nice, though. Sometimes. He’d always buy her presents when he’d fucked up, which was something, even though he always forgot her birthday. She’d grown up getting spoiled by her mum when it came to presents, to make up for nothing from Cyril every Christmas and birthday. And so, she really valued presents, from men, even if they were shit. She’d liked having a boyfriend, too, but it ended up being a lot more work than she’d initially envisioned. Plus she’d noticed that the videos she’d uploaded with him got fewer views than her usual solo ones. The difference between seventeen and seventy views is huge when your following isn’t quite as high as you’d like it to be.


Dimple had tried to break up with Kyron a few times and he’d always managed to persuade her back, but after a couple of anonymous accounts had sent her messages about the stuff he’d been getting up to when they were together or split, Dimple had ended things, and for good this time. Really. For good this time. She even wrote it on her wall (in pencil) to remind herself of that.


What made it slightly harder was that at this point in her life, she was completely unable to be self-sufficient, emotionally or otherwise, and leaned heavily on her mum (and, before the break-up, Kyron too, even though when she moaned about things he’d just reply with ‘gets like that’) for everything, up to and including: support, money, and especially love and attention. She didn’t think she’d ever leave home. And even though Janet could be a bit overbearing and heavy-handed, her mum was her favourite person, so why would she ever go anywhere?


Her mum had gone on holiday with her best friend Vanessa for a few days, so Dimple had been rattling around in the house, trying (and succeeding) to not answer her ex-boyfriend’s calls or messages. Kyron had been trying every avenue. When she didn’t answer his messages, he called her from a private number. When she didn’t answer her mobile, he’d call the landline, even though it had only been installed so they could have the internet and she had no idea how he’d got the number. She knew it was him because the calls came exactly after he’d stopped calling her mobile. She called 1471 just to check, and every single time she’d be right. When he couldn’t get her on the phones, he’d moved over to Instagram. He’d unlike and then like the same selection of her selfies he always did, then he’d message her asking her to call him. Then he’d try Facebook, even though she used it even less than she used the landline. This would happen every time they fell out, and eventually she’d reply to him after a day of bombardment, but this time she was determined not to respond once.


Dimple slipped her phone in her pocket and went downstairs. The stress of the break-up had destroyed her appetite (because she knew it was definitely for real this time), but she knew she needed to eat so she didn’t fall over.


She stepped into the kitchen and turned the light on, jumping when the landline rang. She stared at it and bit her lip, ignoring the broken skin that was splitting every time she did so. When the phone stopped ringing, she went to the fridge to see what her mum had left her, telling herself that she didn’t need to be so worried. It’s not like Kyron could jump through the phone, and if he turned up, she just wouldn’t answer the door. She shook her head at the soup on the top shelf of the fridge. As she slammed the fridge closed, the bottle of vegetable oil that sat on top of it fell to the floor, just missing her feet. Dimple clenched her jaw when she saw that some of the yellow liquid had spilled onto the floor, and onto her feet.


‘Why?’ Dimple shouted at the bottle like it had betrayed her. She picked it up and put it on the kitchen counter before doing half a job of wiping up the spilled oil. She knew her mum would do it properly when she got back. Dimple took her phone out, turned off airplane mode and swiped away all of Kyron’s million notifications as they came through, then ordered some food.


She threw her phone on the sofa and put the TV on, taking a deep breath and forcing her tense shoulders back down to where they belonged, not up by her ears. She started watching some film she didn’t bother to check the name of, but began to doze off after a few minutes. The relief of telling the world, even though that world was, as per the latest insights, thirty people, about her break-up, had made it more manageable, somehow. Even though part of her knew that anybody who would watch, comment or send messages of love and support didn’t really care at all. Her self-awareness definitely didn’t stop her from doing what she did. She still had goals. She didn’t know exactly what they were. But she had goals.


Dimple woke up to the ringing of the doorbell. She took a sharp intake of breath to try to wake herself up, and shuffled over to the front door. She grabbed a few coins for a tip from the table in the hallway, and called out a sleepy ‘Just coming!’ as she pulled the door handle down. Rubbing her eyes with the back of the hand that held the coins, she held the other out to take the pizza box, but opened her eyes when her hand grasped at nothing.


‘Why aren’t you answering your fucking phone to me?’ Kyron hissed, pushing Dimple into the house by her shoulders. ‘You’re going to post all my business on the fucking internet and you can’t even talk to me?’


Adrenaline spiked through Dimple’s veins. She was fully awake now.


‘I was asleep, sorry!’ she said, putting a hand to where Kyron had pushed her.


‘What, for two days you’ve been asleep?’ Kyron sneered, coming close to Dimple as she backed away from him. ‘And then my boy sends me a video where you’re saying all this shit about how you’ll always love me and we’ll always be friends? I’m not your fucking friend, Dimple, I’m your man.’


‘But you aren’t!’ Dimple protested. ‘We’ve spoken about this!’


Kyron looked Dimple up and down, then stepped close to her suspiciously.


‘Why you got a full face of make-up on? Who you got here?’


‘Nobody!’ Dimple said. ‘It was for the video. Obviously!’


Dimple turned and walked back into the living room. Kyron had never just turned up this angry, so she decided to play nice and defuse the situation, rather than force him to leave.


Kyron followed Dimple.


‘If I hear about you chatting to anyone else, I swear—’


‘Kyron!’ Dimple exclaimed. ‘Why is that always the first place you jump to? Why would I chat to anyone else?’


‘I dunno, you know,’ Kyron spat, his nostrils flaring. ‘But what else am I supposed to think when you don’t answer your fucking phone?’


Kyron wasn’t calming down.


‘Where’s your mum?’ he asked. ‘She here?’


‘No, but she’ll be back in a bit,’ Dimple lied. Her breathing was getting faster. She didn’t like conflict. Even when she argued with her mum she cried, even if it was about the washing- up or not taking the meat out of the freezer in time for her mum to get home from work. It was no way to live at thirty, this emotional dependence, but Janet had indulged it so much that neither of them realised that it was a problem. She really wished her mum was here as she gave her trembling knees some respite by lowering herself down onto the sofa.


‘Give me your phone,’ Kyron demanded, holding his hand out.


‘Why?’ Dimple asked. ‘No. You don’t need to see my phone. There’s nothing on there.’


‘Well, if there’s nothing on there, then what’s the problem with me seeing it?’ Kyron sneered. ‘Give me the phone,’ he said, louder.


‘I dunno where it is,’ Dimple said. She was annoyed that he refused to trust her.


‘You?’ Kyron laughed. ‘Who has her phone in her hand all the time? Doesn’t know where it is?’


Dimple’s eyes jumped to the other end of the sofa, where her phone sat. Kyron’s eyes followed hers, and he grabbed the phone.


‘Unlock it.’


‘No.’ Dimple tried to be firm even though she was scared. ‘I told you, there’s nothing on there. Can you just trust me, please? What does it say about me that you think I have stuff to hide?’
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