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          Inky: The Noughties

        

      

    

    
      I’m Inky; comes from ‘Inka’, a creative spelling of ‘Inca’. Mum’s the creative type; she named me in memory of her meeting Dad on a bus from Huancayo to Cusco back in the late sixties, a sixteen-year-old runaway passing through Brazil and Peru on her way to India. She ended up in England. If that seems a roundabout way of doing things, well, that’s Mum for you. But I’m getting ahead of myself. The whole story came out when, thirty years later, she and Gran decided to put an end to their cold war. Gran was coming to stay with us in London, which was why we were there that day at Gatwick.

      ‘Here they come!’ said Mum, and stiffened visibly in anticipation. She’d been nervous all morning, which with Mum meant she’d been even more silent than usual, responding to my meaningless chatter with the vague ummms and head-nods that told me she was hearing without listening. Now even the head-nods stopped and she just stared, fists clenched in anxiety as the glass doors slid open.

      A new batch of passengers ambled into the arrivals hall; at first just one or two forerunners, then little clumps of them, pushing loaded trolleys or tugging bulging suitcases. Gran and Aunt Marion had changed planes in Barbados and these were mostly returning tourists, which was obvious at first glance. They radiated laid-back cheer, holiday glee; women with stringy blonde hair in disintegrating cornrows and men in shorts and flapping sandals, faces lobster-red or baked golden, smiling and waving at familiar faces in the waiting crowd. The aura of Caribbean sun and white sand still clung to them; you could almost smell the salty air wafting around them, tingling and cool. I swore I could smell coconuts. You could almost hear that calypso beat, the steel-band pulse, feel that lapping aquamarine sea. They almost danced in, to a reggae-rhythm, waving and cooing to friends and family in the waiting crowd.

      Among the holidaymakers, a few naturally brown passengers strolled in. The locals: Bajans and other West Indians. I craned my neck, peering between the tourists for Gran. A hazelnut-brown little old lady in a wheelchair should be easy to spot. We waited.

      A few last stragglers came through, and then – nothing. I looked at Mum.

      ‘Do you think they missed the plane?’

      ‘No – Marion would have rung me up. Maybe she had problems at Immigration? I hope her visa’s OK. I jumped through all the hoops about sponsoring her, but …’

      We continued to wait. And then the doors slid open one last time and there they were.

      My grandmother. Spitting nails. A crotchety old bag.

      She wasn’t even looking out for us; for me, the granddaughter she’d never seen outside a photograph, and for Mum, the daughter she hadn’t seen for thirty years.  This, I’d imagined, was supposed to be the momentous Grand Reunion, the Big Day when we all fell into each other’s arms weeping with joy.  But it wasn’t to be; Gran was far too busy lambasting the neon-yellow-jacketed airport assistant pushing her wheelchair to look out for us. Her upper body was half-twisted backwards, all the better to look the poor man in the face, her own face distorted with fury. She jabbed the air with an admonishing finger and though we couldn’t hear a word, she was obviously bawling out her victim for some unknown transgression. So right from the inauspicious start, I understood that Mum’s guarded description of Gran was probably an understatement. Gran was a good deal more than ‘‘a bit difficult’’.

      The assistant looked desperate, his relief on seeing us palpable. Just behind them, Aunt Marion came, pushing a baggage-laden trolley, her expression a mixture of embarrassment, anguish, and sheer exhaustion. Mum called out her name and waved wildly. Aunt Marion looked up and waved back, relief flooding her features too, and a moment later she and Mum flung their arms around each other. So at least they had a Grand Reunion.

      The assistant dropped Gran’s wheelchair handles as if scalded, mumbled a few words about a missing suitcase to whomever was listening, and scurried off.

      Gran and I looked each other up and down, silently; Gran still frowning as she surveyed me, her unfulfilled rancour still hanging in the air, looking for a place to land. It found me.

      ‘You look just like you mother at you age,’ she said. ‘Too thin.’

      Her frown deepened.

      She couldn’t pronounce her th’s. ‘Mudder’, she said for ‘mother’, and ‘tin’ for ‘thin’. I smiled to myself, in spite of the brusque greeting. It wasn’t often I got to hear a Guyanese accent. Mum had lost hers over the last thirty years, most of our friends and relatives from back home likewise. And yes, Mum still called Guyana home. I didn’t.

      Mum herself had never returned, never seen her parents again. Her father died a few years ago, leaving the Georgetown family house, and Gran, to Aunt Marion. And now Marion, who had selflessly cared for the two old dears all these years, was also leaving home. Her own daughter, living in Canada, married, pregnant, and about to give birth, had invited her to come and help look after the baby. Who could blame Marion for jumping ship?

      Aunt Marion’s last daughterly duty was to deliver Gran into Mum’s care, and here they were, the two of them. Poor Mum. Much as I looked forward to Gran coming, I’d been sceptical from the start. Mum couldn’t even look after herself; how would she cope with an invalid? But she’d been adamant. It was her duty. It was her turn now. Marion deserved a life. Mum herself needed to tie up a few loose ends with her mother, sort out some unresolved matters. Make peace. It was the right and honourable thing to do. It would be hard, she’d warned, but together we could do it.

      I knew exactly what that we meant. I knew Mum. I knew she’d bitten off more than she could chew, and that once more she’d rely on me to pull her through. Trouble was, this noble task she’d taken on was open-ended.

      I wondered casually how long Gran had to live before she, too, popped off; and then I caught her eye, just for a second. The lines of her frown relaxed, her eyes sparkled, the severity of her lips spread into a smile. Guilt flashed through me. It was as if she’d read my wicked thought. But then, still looking at me, she pointed to the wheels of her chair.

      ‘How you like me round legs?’ She cackled at her little joke, and clacked her dentures, the top row hanging loose for a moment. Without waiting for me to respond, she turned away, looked at Mum for the first time, and poked her in the ribs with a long bony finger.

      ‘The child too thin,’ she repeated, by way of greeting her long-lost daughter.  She stretched out that skeletal finger again, this time to poke me. I took a hurried step back.

      ‘Bag o’ bones. You don’t feed she proper, or what? I know you can’t cook but when you got chirren to raise …’

      Mum let go of Aunt Marion and spun around.

      ‘Rich, coming from you! When did you ever cook even one meal for us? Talk about pot calling the kettle black!’

      Gran ignored the admonition. For my part, I was stunned. I had never, ever, in my whole life, heard Mum speak to anyone in that tone of voice: accusatory, resentful, and rude. It was a revelation. So Mum had an Achilles’ heel after all, and it was Gran.

      ‘I hope she ain’t a scatterbrain like you!’

      ‘Don’t you dare tell me how to raise my daughter!’

      They glared at each other. Something passed between them. Even I, an innocent observer, could tell that a dark cloud of history hovered over their heads. I willed it to dissolve. Please, please, don’t make a scene. Not here, in public. This was supposed to be the Big Moment. The Great Reconciliation. They ought to be clasping each other in teary boo-hooing, exclaiming, ‘Oh, it’s been so long!’ and ‘Oh, how I’ve missed you!’

      The menacing moment passed, and history fell between them with a thud; an invisible and impenetrable wall. Mum’s voice was mild on the outside, cold as ice on the inside.

      ‘Mummy, Inky is eighteen, not a child any more. She feeds herself, believe it or not! Anyway, welcome to England!’

      She bent down to formally kiss the old lady. Gran sucked her teeth, pushed her away, and turned back to me instead. She leaned forward and stretched out for me again, this time with both hands, scrawny fingers waggling to beckon me nearer.

      ‘… and she in’t got no manners or what? Come child, give you ol’ Granny a big hug.’ Claw-like fingers closed around my forearms as she pulled me down. What could I do? I let myself be pulled in, leaned down and reluctantly pressed my cheek to her face. It was dry and wrinkled like old leather, yet soft as silk to the touch; dark as mahogany, it smelt of face powder mixed with something biting, lemony, old-lady-ish. She let go of my arms, placed those scraggy hands around my face, and looked into my eyes  again. This time for more than a glance. Our gazes locked; hers held mine. I could not look away. These were not the eyes of a life-weary curmudgeon with one foot in the grave. Fire was in those eyes, and life; and, to my astonishment, an amused twinkle, as if she were enjoying a private joke, as if she read me through and through. Condescension fled. But I had no time to think, for Aunt Marion was pulling me away from Gran.

      She folded me into her soft and generous body, kissed me on both cheeks. She smelt of stale perfume and perspiration; it had been a long trip, lengthened by the task of looking after a cantankerous old mother. We exchanged words of greeting.  I vaguely remembered her; we’d met before, when I was about ten. She’d come to visit us in Streatham, just after Dad died. She’d comforted us and cooked for us; delicious Guyanese meals I’d never in my life tasted before, and won me over.

      Gran was quite right; Mum wasn’t much of a cook. She was deeply and passionately into health foods and had raised me strong and healthy on a variety of whole grains, organic vegetables and healing herbs. But I hungered for good traditional food, and Aunt Marion had shown me a whole new culinary world: ‘good Guyanese cooking’, she‘d called it. But the memory of Aunt Marion and her luscious menus had faded over time, and today she was practically a stranger.

      But not for long. As we walked the long corridors to Short Term Parking, me pushing the luggage trolley, Aunt Marion and I swung into easy conversation; and by the time we reached the lift it was as if I’d known her forever. Behind us, Mum pushed Gran’s wheelchair. It was a brand new one, state-of-the art, bought for her by Uncle Norbert, sent to Guyana especially for the trip and her sojourn with us. Mum had told me all these little details over the last few weeks, trying to fill me in on years of family history, yet doing so as vaguely as possible. She’d tried to describe the complicated web of relationships between her, Gran, Aunt Marion, Uncle Norbert and Uncle Neville; who got on with whom, who wasn’t speaking to whom, and so on. I’d been intrigued, but I could tell that this was only half the story; that what was left unspoken was the really interesting part. Mum was an expert at leaving important things unspoken.

      Now, she and Gran were engaged in a boisterous quarrel and it lasted all the way to the car. That is, Gran was doing all the quarrelling; I could hear her tirade from several yards behind. It seemed that one of Gran’s cases had indeed gone missing, the one with all her valuables, and that was what she was so cross about, and she blamed everyone, including Mum, for its loss. Mum merely murmured calm rejoinders. She seemed to have regained her equilibrium, and that was a good thing. She’d need it with Gran.

      ‘They’ll find it,’ I heard her repeat, over and over again. ‘They always do. They’ll deliver it home in a day or two. You’ll see.’

      But Gran was beyond calming. It was as if the Crown Jewels were in that case. In a sense, as I was later to find out, they were.
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      We reached home an hour later. The first thing we discovered was that there was no way Gran could use the wheelchair in the house. The doors were too narrow, the hallway too confined. The rooms too small, too cluttered. Later, we learnt the term ‘‘turning circle’’, and that there just wasn’t such a thing in our home. Gran would need a rollator to get around. We had to park the wheelchair outside the front door.

      We’d rearranged the house so that Gran could live in the former dining room, on the ground floor next to the kitchen. But there was only one bathroom in the house, and that was upstairs, so she’d have to climb the stairs to get to the toilet. Mum thought there might be some help available from Social Services in getting either a stair-lift built in or an extra bathroom added downstairs, but in typical Mum fashion had not actually made any enquiries. There was the question of whether such help was also available for new immigrants; Mum didn’t think so, but she was still convinced that everything would work out for the best, somehow, if you just stayed positive and lived in the here-and-now, stress-free.

      Mum was brilliant at philosophy and positive attitude, bad at paperwork, bureaucracy, accounting, and other pesky details of mundane daily life. Somehow, we always got by, on a wing and a prayer. As for the huge debt she’d inherited from Dad: if there was anyone in the world who could smile with a noose tightening around their neck, it was Mum.

      Dad’s ghost still hung over us. It was his liver. In his youth, he’d had hepatitis while travelling in South America, and then the alcoholism of his final years. Liver cirrhosis in your early forties isn’t a pleasant way to go. He’d left the chaos of his financial mismanagement for Mum to sort out. She’d been struggling to do so ever since, and it seemed to have no end.

      [image: ]

      Gran was bursting for a wee, and naturally Mum had not yet bought the potty she’d said she would. She seemed to think these things would materialise out of thin air. So our first challenge presented itself: to get Gran up the stairs to the bathroom. She could shuffle slowly on level ground with a stick or an elbow to cling to, but stairs were a major problem. Mum and Marion each took one arm, and with Gran squashed between them, began the slow climb upwards.

      I lugged the suitcases into Gran’s room. When she was halfway up Gran stopped, called my name. I stepped back into the hall. Gran was looking down. She hooked her eyes into mine again.

      ‘One year,’ she said.

      ‘What?’ I had no idea what she was talking about.

      ‘One year! At the most. Mebbe six months if you lucky. This ol’ body in’t got far to go. Just in case you was wondering.’ She cackled, turned away and continued up the stairs.
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      Gran lay down on her bed and immediately fell asleep. It was as if sunshine entered the house, dissolving a mist of darkness. Mum and Aunt Marion enjoyed another long embrace, right there outside Gran’s door. Mum, half the size of Marion in width and a head shorter, burrowed her face in her younger sister’s voluminous breast. A slight tremble rippled through her. Aunt Marion massaged Mum’s back with a gentle circular motion, as if rubbing strength into her.

      They pulled apart, silently looked each other in the eyes for another eternity, then fled into the kitchen, still holding hands. I followed them.

      ‘I’m sorry to do this to you, Rika,’ Aunt Marion said as she poured water into the coffee machine. ‘Really, really sorry. But …’

      ‘Don’t apologise! Please don’t! I’ve felt so bad all these years, leaving her to you. Now it’s my turn. Inky, see if there’s any of that cake left from yesterday.’

      It was some kind of whole-grain-nut thing Mum had brought back from her health food shop, and indeed, I found two crumbling pieces in a paper bag in the fridge. I took it out, put it on a tray with some plates, cups, spoons, milk and sugar, and carried the lot of it into the living room, where our dining table now stood. We’d had to rearrange the furniture to make room for it, taking out one of the sofas. That was now crammed into the junk room upstairs, shoved in with all the extra stuff we’d grown out of but never actually thrown out due to lack of time, or, more probably, motivation. The junk room was actually our third bedroom, and would have been useful as such, now that Marion was staying for a week, but then we’d need another room for the junk, which we didn’t have. So Marion would be sleeping in Mum’s room, Mum with me in mine.

      They came in with the steaming coffeepot, still discussing Gran’s toilet arrangements.

      ‘If you can get a commode she’ll be all right,’ Marion was saying as she took her seat at the table. ‘You just need to empty it out regularly. But between you and Inky, it won’t be a big problem.’

      ‘It’s bathing her I’m worried about,’ Mum said. She poured three cups of coffee. ‘We’ll have to get her upstairs for that. And we don’t have a stand-up shower, only the bathtub; she can’t climb into that.’

      ‘Oh Lord. Mummy’s got to have her daily shower. What about this extension you were telling me about?’

      ‘It’s only theoretical,’ Mum said. ‘I was thinking we could add a room. Right there.’ She waved vaguely towards the garden. A bathroom extension, if one ever came, would have to go there; it was either that or next to the kitchen, which just wasn’t practical. Mum and Marion discussed the possibilities for a while, even getting up to inspect the house. Marion suggested putting up a wall through the middle of the living room, so Gran’s room would be right next to this fantasy extension, and the dining room back in its original location. There wasn’t much I could add to the conversation. I knew it would never happen. Finally, after all the visionary plans were made, Mum confirmed my assessment.

      ‘It’ll never get done,’ she sighed. ‘How’m I going to pay for it?’

      ‘I thought the Government took care of that kind of thing? That’s what Neville said.’

      ‘Not for Gran. She just arrived in the country. She hasn’t got permanent residence. I just don’t see them investing in her as an immigrant. And,’ she added, ‘It wouldn’t be fair on the British taxpayers.’ After a moment of silence, she added, ‘I just can’t afford it.’

      They both sipped their coffee and ruminated.

      ‘What I’m wondering,’ Mum said after a while, ‘Is what Mummy’s going to do all day. Inky and I are both working. Won’t she be bored?’

      ‘Mummy, bored? Not on your life. You know her saying: ‘Only boring people get bored. Interesting people make their own entertainment.’ I bet you, in a week she’ll own the place.’

      That was exactly what I was afraid of. I sipped at my coffee, dipped a piece of the nut cake into it and fished it out with a spoon, hanging on to every word they spoke. This was my life they were talking about, my world that was about to be shredded by a high-maintenance battle-axe. And nobody had ever once asked me.

      ‘But she had that exciting social life back in Georgetown. The politics. The Unions. All her friends, the women’s associations, the Old Girls Union…’

      ‘You don’t think she’ll have that here? Half of Georgetown emigrated to the UK in the last thirty years, the other half to North America. She can’t wait to catch up with old friends over here. She’s got an address book, so thick.’ Marion held up thumb and finger, an inch apart. ‘But you know what? Get her a computer. A laptop. Internet. That’ll keep her busy.’

      ‘I can’t afford a new computer.’

      I spoke for the first time.

      ‘She could use your laptop, while you’re at work, Mum.’

      Mum snapped her answer almost angrily, unusual for her. ‘No way. Out of the question. I’m not having Mummy poking around on my laptop.’

      I realised why, right away. She was afraid Gran might read her private mail, find all those exchanges with her creditors, and discover the terrible secret of her debt. And immediately I knew, vaguely, the way one picks up on things over time without having them actually spelled out, that Gran’s incorrigible nosiness, more than her bad temper and bossiness, was the bone of contention between the two of them.

      Mum’s flight from Guyana so long ago, and her decision never to go back all these years  – decades  –  had something to do with Gran, that much I knew; but not the details. Mum’s break-away was a Quint family thing – taboo. I never asked why, Mum never offered an explanation. It was just one of those things, a fact of life. But, meeting Gran, picking up on clues, I now had an inkling. She was the reason. She must have done something unforgiveable.

      It used to be, when I was small, that I asked to see my Granny. She was the only one I had, and I knew what grannies were like. Everyone else had one; all my friends. They cuddled you on their laps, hand-fed you with cake and spoiled you silly. Dad had been an orphan, growing up with an aunt in Northumberland, so there were no grannies from that side. And so I had clung to my romantic notion, created from those grannies I did know or had read about, and Gran had fed those fantasies. She and I had exchanged such letters! I’d written her one after the other as a child, told her everything, all the things I couldn’t tell Mum. And she’d always written back, warm engaging letters that had won my little-girl heart.

      I’d made a dream Granny of her, and wanted to make it reality, visit her. But Mum always said no. We couldn’t afford it. And then I had grown up, and no longer asked to visit, for I had more ambitious dreams than soft-bosomed cake-baking grannies. The letters had long stopped flowing back and forth.

      Now, I hadn’t written to her for at least six years. As far as I knew, she and Mum had never corresponded; not once in thirty-odd years. This whole visit had all been mediated and negotiated through Marion.

      ‘But your laptop stuff is password protected!’ I protested now.

      ‘You don’t know Mummy. She’d hack into my account.’

      I thought of Gran and said to myself, no way. She’s much too old. But Marion seemed to take the notion of Gran as an IT hacker as a serious possibility.

      ‘Yes; I wouldn’t trust her with your private files. But you could maybe buy one on instalments,’ she suggested, and I laughed to myself. As if any company in the world would ever give Mum credit. But Marion couldn’t know that.

      ‘Or better yet, I could get Neville to buy it. Why not?’ Mum said.

      We all looked at each other then, and laughed in unison. Of course, Uncle Neville would have to buy Gran’s new laptop. It was only fair, and he’d do it out of guilt.

      Neville was one half of the bundle of trouble (Mum’s description) that came after Marion. ‘Obnoxious twins, Gran’s darling boys,’ Mum had said. The other twin was Norbert, who lived in New York City.

      I’d met Neville a couple of times, but Norbert only once in my life. I was nine, and we were temporarily rich at the time. Dad, Mum and I had gone to visit friends of Mum’s in America – my Uncle Matt, actually, Mum’s godfather – and Mum had thought it her duty to visit her brother. It was a mistake; a big one. I don’t know what happened, but we didn’t stay longer than a day; from my childish point of view it had all been one of those stupid grown-up arguments about money.  We hardly ever spoke about him at home, and once when I’d asked about him, all Mum had said was, ‘He’s just like Neville, only different. Worse.’ That told me everything.

      Uncle Neville lived in Birmingham. He was a solicitor, stinking rich, and he had actually offered to take Gran in – of  course he would! – but  unfortunately his wife Monica was a hard-working solicitor herself and wouldn’t have the time to give Gran the care she deserved, and a professional carer was out of the question. The same was true for Norbert’s wife in New York; Norbert being just as willing to take Gran in, were it not for his wife’s stressful schedule. Norbert was an attorney, also stinking rich. The two of them were in competition to see who could best provide for Gran in other, non-caring ways – i.e. money. Both of them had promised to pay Mum monthly support to cover Gran’s expenses, and one of them had paid her travel expenses to London, the other Marion’s. Norbert had paid for Gran’s new convertible wheelchair, the one she had travelled with. So it was Neville’s turn to be generous.

      ‘Why don’t we get Neville and Norbert to pay for the bathroom extension?’ Marion asked. ‘It would be peanuts for them.’ But Mum shook her head.

      ‘Never. They’d say it’s just a trick of mine to get them to finance my home improvements. And anyway, can you see the two of them collaborating to buy anything together?’

      That was another family thing: that Neville and Norbert weren’t on speaking terms, and hadn’t been since they were teenagers. A strange situation for twins to be in, but then the Quints  –  at least, this branch of the family  –  were all weird, with the shining exception of Marion, and, apparently, Granddad, while he was still alive. But at least Mum’s weirdness was somehow cute, whereas Neville and Norbert – well, the least said of them the better. Except that now, Gran, with all her own weirdness, was all geared up to occupy a huge chunk of my life, and I’d better develop some survival techniques.

      ‘How ill is she, anyway?’ Mum asked then. ‘Does she need to see a doctor soon?’

      Marion shook her head. ‘She’s frail, but not ill. Nothing’s wrong with her except general wear and tear. And as you may have noticed,’ – she chuckled wryly – ‘her mind’s as sharp as a needle. Plenty of life force there. She’s got a good ten more years to go.’

      Mum squirmed, grabbed the coffeepot and began to top up everyone’s cup. Marion placed a hand on Mum’s shoulder, and rubbed it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll take her back when I can.’

      But Mum instantly pulled herself together.

      ‘I’ll be fine!’ She said brightly. ‘And I’ve got Inky as back-up. Inky’s a jewel.’

      ‘I was just wondering,’ I asked casually, ‘Does Gran have – you know – powers? Like, knowing the future, or reading people’s minds, stuff like that?’

      ‘Ha!’ Marion chuckled again. ‘Times, I really think she does. She’ll say something uncanny, turns out to be true, and you have to ask yourself, how does she know? But of course she doesn’t. Not really. She’s just good at guessing. That’s her thing. Trying to impress.’

      I nodded in agreement. She’d just been guessing around, trying to make an impression.

      ‘Yes, and she’ll stoop to any …’ Before Mum could finish the sentence, Marion broke in.

      ‘And stubborn as a mule. Once she’s made up her mind about someone or something she won’t give up. She won’t give up anything that’s hers. Wait till she unpacks her bags. You’ll see… And that’s just a fraction of it. The rest we had to box and ship over. It’ll arrive in about a month.’

      ‘What! More stuff! Where am I to put it!’

      ‘In the junk room, Mum. Where else?’

      ‘But I was about to clear out the junk room, make an office!’

      ‘Ha! You’ve been saying that for years!’

      ‘But I really am going to do it – soon! I can’t put any more stuff in there!’

      ‘And even then it’s not everything,’ Marion continued.  ‘There’s a whole lot we had to leave behind – Daddy’s old Berbice chair, other furniture, big things. They’re all stored in Lamaha Street, in Aunt Evelyn’s old room. And boxes and boxes and boxes of junk. All Daddy’s office files. Mummy refused to sell it or give it away or chuck it out. She clings to everything, especially if it belonged to Daddy. It’s like she keeps him alive that way. She seems to think she’ll be going back home someday. I had to leave her that dream; the house is too big for Evelyn and she wants to move out and rent it out. If only we had the money to renovate it … Mummy said …’

      Perfectly on cue, a loud banging interrupted her. We all looked up.

      Gran stood in the open doorway, walking stick in hand. She banged it against the wooden floor one last time and then, assured that she had our undivided attention, said:

      ‘Where the telephone? I need to call the police about that suitcase. Somebody must be teef it and I need to report it.’

      I looked from Marion to Mum. ‘Teeth?’ I asked.

      ‘“Teef.” Thief,’ said Mum. ‘It’s a verb in Guyanese.’
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      That evening Mum called together what she called a Family Council. She had something to tell us, she said. Once we were all seated around the dining table she launched into her spiel. This was a different Mum to the one I was accustomed to. She was authoritative, determined, and very, very serious.

      ‘I just wanted to say,’ she said, in this new, stern voice, ‘that I want us all to get along, especially you and me, Mummy.’

      She looked straight at Gran, who was doing her best to pretend she wasn’t listening, flipping through a TV magazine she’d picked up along the way.

      ‘Mummy! I’m talking to you!’

      Gran looked up then, closed the magazine with some reluctance, and scratched her head.

      ‘Is what?’

      ‘This is an experiment. It can only work under one condition. I’m sorry I snapped at you yesterday but that could happen more often if you don’t keep to the rules. Just one rule, really. This is a fresh start; a new beginning. I want a clean slate. The past is past: done with. Whatever happened then has no bearing on now. I want us all to try hard to live in the present, and just get along. Is that understood?’

      ‘Yeah, but…’

      ‘No buts, Mummy. I really want this to work. I really want you to be here. I really want us all to live in peace with each other. That can only happen if we don’t rake up the past. It’s swept up and thrown away. Gone. This is now.’

      Marion fidgeted in her chair.

      ‘That’s all very well, Rika, but Mummy…’

      ‘I said no buts, Marion. Please. That’s all I have to say, short and simple.’

      She pushed back her chair, stood up, and left the room. The three of us were left staring at each other. Then Marion shook her head as if in regret.

      ‘If that’s what she wants,’ she said. ‘Mummy, did you hear? You got to keep your big mouth shut!’

      Gran cackled. ‘Not possible!’ she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Inky: The Noughties

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Gran’s missing suitcase arrived, bright and early, just as Mum had predicted. It was immediately obvious what had caused the delay; it was a battered old thing, and it seemed both of the flimsy locks had broken, spilling out the contents. The airport staff had done what they could to fix matters; the case still gaped two inches open, but it was swaddled in several layers of cling-film and bound with security tape. Gran was both furious and ecstatic. Furious because, as she said, ‘Somebody coulda teef her tings’, and ecstatic because, well, there it was, safe and sound in the hallway, and Mum signing for it. Gran commanded the delivery guy to haul the case into her room. That done, she slammed the door and disappeared.

      After an hour she reappeared in the kitchen where I was finishing off the last of my breakfast pancakes.

      ‘Come, Inky. I gotta show you somet’ing.’

      No peace for the innocent; I gobbled down the last bit of pancake, shoved the plate into the dishwasher, and followed Gran back into her room.

      ‘Shut the door,’ she said, so I did. The open suitcase lay on the carpet, and all around it were various articles; big books of some sort; albums. No wonder the case had not held. Some of the albums were still wrapped in items of clothing; petticoats, blouses, a scarf or two. A couple of knickers and bras, old-lady-grey cotton underwear, were strewn amidst the jumble.

      Gran sat down on the edge of her bed, and patted the mattress next to her. I sat down. She took my hand, closing dry, skeletal fingers around it. Again I was reminded of a claw.

      ‘Darlin’ why you din’t write you old Gran for so long? Ten years, except for Christmas cards. You don’t love you old Gran no more?’

      The voice was wheedling, cracked. I stuttered some excuse. When you hit your teens you grow out of things to say to an old lady you never met, and the spaces between letters had grown longer, and finally they had stopped altogether.

      ‘I still got all you letters! Right over there!’ She pointed to the smaller of her suitcases, the one that had arrived safely with her as hand luggage.

      ‘That one, the black one. Bring it over here, open it for me.’

      I got up and lugged the case over. It was an old-fashioned one, without wheels, of battered old leather. I cleared some space, laid it down flat on the carpet in front of the bed and crouched down to open it.

      ‘It’s locked,’ I said, and looked up at Gran. She was fumbling with a chain around her neck.

      ‘Come, child, take off this ting for me.’

      The ‘ting’ was a bunch of keys. I got up and pried the keyring off the chain, leaving a single golden cross. She rubbed the cross gently between thumb and forefinger before dropping it into her neckline. She took the keys from me, inspected them all. There were at least six, two of which were tiny suitcase keys.

      ‘One of these,’ she said. ‘Try them out.’

      The suitcase lock sprang open at the first try. I opened the lid. Several shoeboxes were packed together in the case, the gaps between them filled by more stray pieces of clothing.

      ‘Good. Now take out everyt’ing for me. Lay them out on the floor.’

      I did as I was told; Gran’s voice brooked no disobedience or hesitation. She watched in obvious satisfaction as I laid the boxes in a row on the carpet.

      ‘Good,’ she said, when I was finished. ‘Now put the valise away.’

      Again I did as I was told, stepping around the albums and boxes and items of clothing on the carpet, and placing the empty suitcase back in the corner. Gran leaned forward, bending precariously low down from the bed, shuffling the boxes around. She opened one, peered inside, grumbled what must have been some kind of Guyanese curse, and opened another. This time her face lit up in pleasure. She straightened up and again patted the bed beside her.

      ‘Siddown, child. Lemme show you somet’ing.’

      She reached into the shoebox and removed what looked like a bundle of letters. This she handed to me with a smile of pure delight.

      ‘Go on, open it!’

      I removed the cracked rubber band that held the bundle together. I already recognised the writing on the envelope: Mum’s. I knew what was coming. Gran took the top envelope from the bundle and with fumbling fingers, removed its contents. She unfolded the one-page letter, and handed it to me in triumph.

      ‘There! Read!’

      My eyes glanced over the first few lines, but Gran spoke again.

      ‘Read it aloud!’

      I started again, aloud this time. ‘Dear Granny, I hope you are well. Thank you for your letter. I am fine. Mummy is fine. She sends you her love. Yesterday we had the school play; Alice in Wonderland, I was the rabbit. It was fun. Mummy took a photo of me in my rabbit costume, I will send it next time. Here is a photo of me with Daddy, ice-skating. I fell down three times but then I didn’t fall down any more. On Saturday I am going to a friend’s birthday party. She is going to be seven, I am three months older. Please write soon. Inky.’

      I looked up, and found her beaming at me. I smiled back politely.

      ‘See! I keep all you letters. Every one. You want to read some more?’ She reached for the next letter in the bundle. I put my hand on hers to stop her, and shook my head.

      ‘No, it’s OK. It’s great that you kept them. So those boxes are full of your other grandchildren’s letters?’

      Her eyes sank, and her smile disappeared. She took the bundle from me, and fumbled the rubber band back around it. She put it back in the shoebox, replaced the lid.

      ‘No. My other grandchildren don’t write. Nine grandchildren I got, and only one did ever write me letters, you. The others – nothing. Now Marion’s children, they don’t count, they grow up in Guyana, they know me. But Neville and Norbert – them children never write me. Just Christmas cards, birthday cards. And photos. Lots of photos.’ She sucked her teeth, a long drawn out choops sound. Then she chirped up again, grabbed my wrist, and said, ‘Hand me that album!’

      She pointed to one of the albums on the floor, half-wrapped in a lacy nylon petticoat. I leaned over, picked it up, and tried to hand it to her. She made an impatient flinging motion with her hand.

      ‘No, no, not that. The green one.’

      I handed her the green album. She sat back in satisfaction, laid the photo album across her lap, and opened it. She pointed to the first picture on the first page.

      ‘You!’

      I knew that photo, and all the other ones in the pages to follow. Gran flipped through the album, showing me the familiar pictures of me growing up, exclaiming over the ones she liked particularly. I knew them all; Mum had them in her own albums.

      ‘One t’ing I got to say for Rika,’ Gran said now, ‘she never write sheself, but she make sure you write and send photos. What she tell you about me?’

      That last was a shot out of left field, in a different tone and a different tempo, stripped of nostalgic chattiness; urgent, probing. I looked up to meet her gaze, and this time there was nothing of the mirth I had seen there before. What I saw this time was – anxiety. I didn’t know what to say.

      ‘Why – well, nothing, really.’

      ‘You mother still vex with me, after all these years. She pretend nothing wrong, but she vex bad. She didn’t tell you the story?’

      I shook my head. ‘What story?’

      Gran searched my eyes for a while, then seemed satisfied.

      ‘Nothing. It was nothing. Long time ago – over thirty years. She was only sixteen. You mother always take t’ings too serious – she too sensitive. She don’t forget or forgive. It was nothing, everyt’ing sorted out. But she don’t write and she don’t never come back home. Just Christmas cards.’

      I was embarrassed. ‘Mum always wanted to go home,’ I explained, ‘she always talked about Guyana, she calls it home. But it’s a long flight; she never had the money.’

      ‘Don’t give me that. Y’all was rich, rich. Y’all did go on big holidays; Kenya, Mauritius, America. But she never bring you home.’

      It was true. There had been a few years of wealth and opulence; Dad had even invested in a Docklands penthouse, just before he went bust and his plans to move there dissolved into thin air.

      ‘She said – she said Guyana had gone to the dogs. She said it was no place for a holiday. She said, when things get better, she’d take me.’

      But trying to excuse Mum only made things worse.

      ‘Holiday? Since when is going home a holiday? She cut you off from you own roots, and that’s a crime. You don’t know nothing about where you come from. Not true?’

      I wanted to say, I come from London. There are my roots. That’s where I grew up. A London child; a South London child, to be precise. Streatham, Norwood, Crystal Palace. Croydon: that's my habitat, my territory. Those are my places, the localities where I prowl. I know the smells and the sounds; I’m sure I could find my way around blindfolded if I had to, and I rarely stray beyond my boundaries, because the sense of home  begins to fade, and I start to feel slightly insecure and get fidgety. I will if I have to, of course, and it's fun to take a trip to the West End or Notting Hill or Brighton, or even America. But here is where I feel at home; where I get the sense of belonging. Yes, this was home. When people ask me, ‘Where do you come from?’ (and they do, because they think I look ‘exotic’. Christ. I hate that word!) I say Streatham, and stare them down. Because that’s where I’m from. Not this foreign place across the ocean, just because my mother grew up there. Not Guyana.

      What did I care about some half-baked ex-British colony in South America? A country that can’t get its ass off the ground, its act together enough to make itself known, like Jamaica or Barbados? I wouldn’t have minded telling people I was from Barbados. Or even Grenada. A lovely Caribbean island, where everyone wanted to go. But Guyana? No one had ever heard of it. They all thought it was Ghana. A country at the very Edge of the Known World, and most probably a dump.  Mum had hinted as much often enough. Not a place you could be proud of.

      But I couldn’t tell Gran that. I knew what she meant; something nebulous, subtle; home being where the heart is, that kind of clichéd stuff. I nodded helplessly. She let the silence thicken between us, and then once again cut through it with a different voice, a different mood.

      Gran fumbled in the big suitcase again and emerged with a bottle of some yellow liquid. The label on the bottle said ‘Limacol’. She splashed some on her hands and patted her cheeks and neck with it, then handed it to me. I took it and looked questioningly at her and at it. ‘The Freshness of a Breeze in a Bottle,’ the label stated.

      ‘Go on, go on! Use it!’ she said. So I did as she had done. It was like Eau de Cologne, fresh, tingling but in this case, limey. I quite liked it, but now I knew where Gran’s distinctive smell came from.

      ‘You mother was always a queer one,’ said Gran. ‘She was a Quint, a real Quint. Eccentric, them Quint boys, all a bit loopy. ‘Cept one, me husband Humphrey. And Ma Quint, of course. Granma Winnie. But she wasn’t no Quint.’

      I felt something soft, smooth and warm press against my calves. It was Samba. I bent down and picked her up, placed her upon my thighs and stroked her shiny black coat. Usually, Samba would snuggle into my lap, meow gently to ask for affection, and, when it came, show her appreciation by purring. Today, she simply stood up and padded slowly over to Gran’s lap, where she circled three times and settled into a cosy ball. She didn’t even have to ask; Gran’s hand was already there, sliding over the sleek black fur.

      ‘She never goes to strangers!’ I exclaimed.

      The only response was Samba’s smug and steady purr as she contentedly kneaded Gran’s thighs. Gran stroked her absentmindedly, and didn’t reply. She pointed to a red, much older album. ‘That one.’

      I handed it to her, and she opened it at the first page. There was only one picture on it, a sepia photo of five young women standing in a row, five beautiful young women in long dark skirts and white long-sleeved blouses, the buttons up the front rising into stiff high collars. It could have been a photo of Victorian students from a Ladies Finishing College – except that all the women were ebony-skinned.

      ‘Me mother and she sisters,’ Gran said. ‘Mother in the middle.’ She pointed to her mother, then, one by one, to the four other girls. ‘Henrietta, Josephine, Penelope and Elizabeth. The Williamson girls, my Aunties. All dead.’

      She turned the page. ‘Me and you mother,’ she said of herself holding a toddler in a white frilly dress. ‘Me eldest child. And look, me and your Grandad, with your mother.’

      She and a handsome, fair-skinned young man were sitting next to each other, a baby on her lap. The man wore a dark suit and a bow tie; she wore a white dress just covering her knees. Hemlines had obviously shot up drastically between photos.

      Then it was her, Granddad, and Marion, followed by several combinations of those four, occasionally with Mum in between, looking slightly lost. Towards the end, the new babies, the Terrible Twins, joined the group.

      The photos stopped abruptly near the middle of the album, the last photo followed by blank pages. Gran picked up and opened yet another album. Here were still more photos, quite different to the first batch. Here, there were all boys. The photos were all black and white or sepia; totally vintage. I loved vintage. I took the album onto my own knees, and slowly turned the pages.

      The photo on the last page showed a group of children, ranging in age from about a year to early teens. ‘The Quint brothers,’ Gran explained. It wasn’t obvious that the boys were siblings, as each was entirely different; some had fair skin and light hair, others were as dark as the Williamson girls. The toddler wore a frilly dress not unlike the one my mother wore in the family photos, so I thought it was a girl, but Gran pointed to this child first and said, ‘Freddy Quint.’ She pointed to the tallest, fair-skinned, boy. ‘Humphrey. Me husband.’

      So this was my grandfather. Mum had never shown me photos of her family back home. I assumed she had none. I peered closely at the boy who would grow up to be my Grandad. All the boys wore sailor suits, Humphrey included, though he must have been about fourteen, far too old for sailor suits, even then, surely. The boys at the front wore knee-length socks and highly polished shoes or boots. Not one of them smiled. If not for the fact that some were as dark-skinned as Grandma, it could have been any group of English boys from that time, not mixed-blood boys from a distant tropical colony.

      One by one, Gran named the rest of the eight Quint boys: ‘Fine, fine, boys, but wild. Dead and gone. ‘Cept one. Freddy now, the youngest, he was the wildest.  Humphrey the studious one, my husband. Them Quint boys ...’ She sighed. ‘We lived round the corner from them, in Waterloo Street, me and me sister. You could see their house from my room upstairs. Handsome boys, all of them. Every man jack gone off to war. Look.’

      She turned the page to show me a photo of the several young men dressed as soldiers, all lined up and smiling into the camera. There were more photos, of young men in uniform. Again, she named them.

      ‘Humphrey, William, Gordon, Charles, Leopold, Rudolph, Percy and Frederick. All a-them run off to fight Hitler. Except Humphrey. Charley, he get killed in Singapore. Freddy, now…’

      But instead of telling me about Freddy, she flipped the page. There was a portrait of the man at the other end of the row, presumably the eldest Quint brother.

      ‘Humphrey. Me dear husband. Dead and gone.’

      On the last page was a photo of a thin-faced white man with a walrus moustache, staring straight into the camera with pale eyes that, had the photo been in colour, would most certainly be blue.

      ‘Maximilian von Quindt,’ said Gran. ‘Quindt with a d. The first of the British Guiana Quints. A German; a zoologist who came to study turtles. He marry a black woman and drop the von and the d. All the rest come down from he.’

      In spite of the obligation to remain youthfully bored by her old-lady ramblings, I was intrigued. I took the album onto my lap and leaned in, turned back the pages, peered into those faces, those eyes. Who were all these people long dead? They were the ones who went before me; if not for them there would have been no me. They had been living, breathing, moving human beings, filled with life and love, moved by emotions and passions, just as aware of their own lives as I was of mine, and unaware that one day in the distant future a young girl carrying their genes named Inky would be looking at their images and wondering about them; just as one day, perhaps, a hundred years from now, some descendent of mine would look at my image and wonder about me. The ephemeral, fragile nature of life on earth struck me like a hammer-blow – they were once here and now they were gone. And how many other faceless, nameless ancestors had gone before them? People of whom no photos existed; melted into the shadows of history! For the first time ever I felt a connection to the line of ancestry that went before me; my life was simply one little leaf in a huge spreading tree whose roots spread far into the past and branches would reach far into the future. A shudder of excitement went through me …

      Gran snapped the album shut. ‘Everybody in that book dead and gone, except me and me chirren and you Greatuncle Rudolph, in Canada. Dead and gone, ashes to ashes. Ah well. We all gotta die one day. Now, child, hand me those albums over there. Those two t’ick ones.’

      Something about Gran made you obey. I shook off my sentimental musings and got up, picked up the ‘tick’ albums she’d pointed to, and handed them both to her.  They were each at least two inches thick; one newer and the other older, battered like the suitcase. She opened the newer one. I expected yet more old photos, but I was wrong.

      It was filled with stamps, most of them arranged in neat rows, but several of them loose and falling out, some in sheets or groups of four or five, some on envelopes, first day covers, bright, beautiful stamps, from all over the world. She knew the country names by heart, and pointed them out to me: Ethiopia. New Zealand. Iceland. Bolivia.  She looked at only one or two pages before shutting it and picking up the old album.

      This album seemed not just old but ancient. Its green cardboard covering was cracked and dog-eared, the spine fractured. But she touched it as if it were sacred.

      ‘The family heirloom,’ she whispered, and opened it.

      I was disappointed. For an heirloom, the album held nothing of beauty, nothing of appeal. No beautiful foreign stamps, no first day covers; the stamps in here were all from British Guiana, and they looked cheap and insignificant, bland and musty in their monotony, primitive in their production. She pointed to one particularly ugly stamp on the last page.

      ‘Theodore Quint’s – your great-great grandfather!’ she said. ‘Very valuable!’ She launched into some convoluted story of its origin; I listened with half an ear.

      ‘A hundred and fifty years old!’ Gran whispered. ‘Very precious. Worth millions. An heirloom. I holding it for the next generation.’

      She closed the album, placed a hand on it as if in blessing, then clasped it to her breast.

      ‘Very, very precious,’ she repeated. And in her eyes I recognised a new glint.

      I’d seen it before, not too long ago, on the big screen. Gollum’s glint.
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      Later that evening I fled the house, leaving Gran to Mum and Marion. I slammed the front door, hurrying out to the pavement before Gran could somehow recall me. There I stopped, rummaged in my shoulder bag, pulled out my pack of pre-rolled fags and a lighter. I lit one, and, sitting on the garden wall, smoked it right down to the filter. That was good.

      Mum detested my smoking and had done her level best to stop me from starting; but I had anyway, and now I was hooked, and she had to accept it. But she had her rules: no smoking within the house. Not even in my own room. Never, under her roof, she said. I always protested, ‘But actually it’s my roof!’

      Which was true. In a twinkle of good sense Dad had put the house  –  which he had inherited from his mother  –  into my name before going berserk with his crazy trading and eventually losing everything else. He’d never re-mortgaged it, which had saved us from ruin; because it was only through re-mortgaging the house that Mum had got rid of a huge chunk of Dad’s debt. The Docklands loft, of course, had been repossessed. So it was, indeed, my house, but only in name. Rather, it was the bank’s. Mostly.

      ‘Who pays the mortgage?’ was all Mum ever said to my homeowner claims. That shut me up.

      I crushed the cigarette stub on the wall, chucked it into the wheelie-bin conveniently waiting for next-day collection, and set off on a jog down Cricklade Avenue towards Streatham High Road. I couldn’t wait to see Sal.

      Salvatore Zoppolo – to use his full name – was my best friend. We’d been part of an inseparable foursome for longer than I could remember – me, Tony, Sal and Cat. Tony’d been my boyfriend, Sal Cat’s. And then Cat’s parents had moved to Australia and she’d gone with them, and Tony – well, Tony had got himself a new girlfriend while still officially with me. It was my first dumping by a boyfriend ever. Utterly devastating. Sal, in the throes of getting over Cat’s desertion by playing the field, lent me a shoulder to cry on. We became the best of friends.

      After a while Sal got tired of drinking himself into a stupor with a different girl each weekend, and I got tired of wallowing in a swamp of self-pity. We both grew up, and so did our friendship. I found there the kind of familiarity I should have had with a girl friend, and I’d had with Cat. But all my former friends had drifted off into their own world, and most of all, they all drank – too much.

      I loathed drunkenness. In the year before his death, Dad’s alcoholism had sometimes led to violence, and now the very smell of strong liquor made me retch. Friends thought I was a prissy bore for not drinking, I thought they were juvenile. Only Sal had the time and, now, after six months of bingeing, the sobriety, to get to know the real me.

      He was waiting for me at Wong’s, and had already ordered – he knew me well enough to know what I’d want. I slipped into the seat opposite him and let out a deep sigh of relief.

      ‘Mum’s crazy. Stark raving mad!’ I said.

      Sal pushed away the strand of hair that always fell over his eyes. His father was Italian, his mother English, and his dark good looks turned female heads and kept male predators away from me. I still grieved for Tony, and Sal provided perfect platonic protection.

      ‘I thought it was your Nan who was crazy? That’s what you said on the phone …’

      ‘Yeah, but Mum’s crazy for setting herself up. Agreeing to take on Gran. Might as well get a job in the lunatic asylum! She’ll never manage. She’s scatty enough as it is; how’s she going to cope?’

      ‘Maybe you underestimate her.’

      ‘Nope. Mum’s as scatter-brained as they come. She just about manages to keep the two of us going, and only with my help. How’s she going manage Gran as well?’

      ‘With your help!’

      ‘Exactly! That’s the trouble. She knew from the start that Gran’ll end up my responsibility. It’s started already.’

      ‘Tell me about it.’

      And so I did. Wong’s teenage son placed plates of steaming noodles before us, and while we ate I gave Sal a rundown of the day, putting in some catty Gran-mimicry to get a few laughs from him  –  the way she chewed her cud, the way she clacked her false teeth,  her accent,  her claws, her myriad boring albums and her Limacol-patting. Then I got to great-great-great-I-don’t-know-how-many-greats-grandfather’s-or-whoever’s stamp album.

      ‘Worth millions!’ I said, rolling my eyes in mockery. Sal held up a hand and stopped me.

      ‘Maybe it really is very valuable. If it’s that old and rare.’

      ‘Ha! You should see the stamps in it – falling to pieces. And even if they weren’t, they’re nothing special. Just very primitive everyday stamps, nothing artistic or anything. And from British Guiana, a little backwater country nobody ever heard of. Who cares?’

      ‘Still – you never know. I’d get it valued if I were you. A philatelist might give you a couple of hundred for it.’

      ‘But even if so – she’d never sell it. It’s an heirloom. A precious heirloom!’

      I mimicked Gollum, clasping an imaginary album to my breast and rolling my eyes suspiciously around the restaurant. I couldn’t help it. My frustration with Gran, with the whole situation, found an outlet in mockery.

      ‘My preciousss!’

      Sal laughed. He reached out and laid a hand on mine. ‘She sounds a card, this grandmother of yours. I’d like to meet her. And I’d like to see this heirloom. One of my uncles collects stamps. He might be interested in seeing them.’

      ‘With any luck she’ll leave it to me in her will.’

      ‘You’d better start sucking up to her, then!’

      ‘You bet! I can’t wait to get my hands on it – and start a really nice bonfire in the garden. What with Gran’s junk, and Mum’s, we could heat the whole of London for a year.’

      Talking to Sal released some of the frustration I’d gathered over the day, and I calmed down. I felt guilty about the resentment I hoarded for Gran, and told him so. Sal was going to be a doctor, a neurologist – he was in his first year of medical studies – and was already good at dissecting people’s minds, if not their bodies. I was in a gap year, working full time before commencing law studies. I had been working hard and saving up to go travelling next year  –  then Gran burst into our lives. Now, everything was chaos, and I’d probably have to forget Asia. I’d have to stay and help Mum. I moaned on for a while, and then I moaned about my own moaning.

      ‘I’m sorry about all the whingeing,’ I said.

      ‘It’s normal,’ he comforted me. ‘You’re in your nice comfortable world, just you and your Mum, and your grandmother is threatening to disrupt it. That’s all there is to it.’

      ‘I know, I know. But there’s more to it. I feel I should – I don’t know – feel love for her, or something. She’s my own grandmother, after all.  The only one I ever had. And I used to love her, when I was small. It’s all gone. And the way she kept all those letters, and photos. It’s quite sweet, actually. I mean, I threw out her letters to me long ago. It means she actually cares. I ought to be feeling something. Touched, or something. But I don’t. All I feel is irritation, and the need to escape. I wish I could love her. But I can’t. I don’t even like her.’

      ‘Love isn’t a duty, Inky. Technically she’s a stranger. She might be your flesh and blood but try persuading your mind that you have to love her! You’ll have to get to know her properly. Give her a chance, practice patience and tolerance, and …’

      ‘You sound like a preacher or something. Or like Mum. For all Mum’s scattiness, she’s good with people. If she does feel any resentment towards Gran, she hardly ever shows it.’ I remembered their first icy moments, and added, ‘Not much, anyway.’

      ‘But you said they were estranged?’

      ‘Well, physically separated, for thirty years or so. I suppose you can call that estrangement. It seems they had a quarrel a long time ago and Mum ran away and never went back, and never even wrote. But I think it’s life that kept Mum away more than any hard feelings. When my aunt asked her if she could take Gran in she said yes immediately. She never once hesitated, never once doubted it was the right thing to do,  she was just one hundred  per cent ‘yes’. So I guess it’s all forgiven and forgotten.

      ‘Mum’s strange in that way. She’s scatty and negligent on everyday matters, but totally there when it comes to people and her responsibilities towards them. It’s just amazing, the way she stuck with Dad, through all his troubles.’

      I paused, remembering. They had been together a long time, gone through all the highs and lows. They met when she was only sixteen, travelled together, parted, got back together, parted again, married in England. They had gone through miscarriages together, and poverty, and wealth, and his infidelity. Through thick and thin, poverty and wealth, sickness and health; and alcoholism, in her eyes, was just another sickness. She’d never once considered divorce; apparently stand by your man was Mum’s watchword. Any other woman would have dumped him. But she really thought she could heal him; with love, with Yoga and religion and all her weird Eastern practices.  She couldn’t, of course. He was too far gone for that. But she tried her best.

      ‘Like I said – don’t underestimate your mother. I think she’s great, the way she pulled through. And she didn’t do too bad a job of raising you, you know. I think she knows what she’s doing. I bet she knew exactly what she let herself into with your Nan, and she’ll get through it.’

      ‘With my help,’ I reminded him.

      ‘Yes. But you always knew that, didn’t you?’

      ‘I just wish I wasn’t such a beast. To Gran. I wish I could get along with her, stand her presence, at least. I always wanted a Gran.’

      ‘Give yourself time. It’ll come.’

      ‘The old sourpuss.’

      He said nothing. I played around with my noodles, winding them around my fork. I’d already picked out all the shrimps, saving the best for last. I looked up and said:

      ‘I just feel so mean and nasty.’

      ‘You’re not mean and nasty. You’re human. And at least you’ve got a working conscience, if you feel nasty when you are nasty!’

      I made a face at him, and he made one back at me.

      ‘Time,’ he repeated. He reached out and squeezed my hand. ‘And patience.’

      ‘She’s not exactly paving the way for me.’

      ‘Maybe you should pave the way for her. I’ll help you, if you like.’

      ‘Can you come round sometime this week? Some evening?’

      ‘’Fraid it’ll have to be Sunday. I’ve got night shifts all week, and Saturday I’m in Brighton with my parents.’

      Sal had taken on a summer job, something in a hospital. My job was waitressing in Croydon. That trip I’d planned to the Far East: I couldn’t afford it. I mean it was my money, to do what I wanted, but I couldn’t leave Gran with Mum. It wasn’t just the money. It was everything. We couldn’t afford any extras under normal circumstances, and now we had Gran. From the financial standpoint, I had to wonder what Mum was thinking. But I knew. She thought we’d struggle through it. Somehow. By the seat of her pants, she always said. It was her watchword.
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      Sal had aroused my curiosity. When I went home I mentioned the stamp to Mum.

      ‘Gran says it’s worth millions,’ I said. ‘Could it be true?’

      ‘I remember that stamp,’ Mum said. ‘It was Daddy’s most precious possession. There’s one just like it, in America I think, that’s apparently the rarest stamp in the world, so maybe she’s right.’

      ‘But if it is, Mum, we could sell it, and then …’

      ‘For millions I suppose? It’s obscene, anyone paying that much for a stamp –  for anything, in fact. Think of all the starving children you could feed with those millions! Obscene!’

      ‘But, Mum…’

      ‘Inky, just stop it; right now! It’s not your stamp, it’s not mine. It’s just a scrap of paper. Worth nothing except the value some people attach to it. It’s all in the mind.  So shut up about it, OK?’

      And she wouldn’t speak one word more about it.
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      That first week passed quicker than I’d believed possible, but only due to Marion’s presence. Marion did all the cooking and all the cleaning, reducing the ever-growing pile of un-ironed laundry in Mum’s room to neat little stacks of folded clothes. The kitchen glowed; all the cupboards tidied and the counters clear and gleaming. The house had never shone so brightly; life had never been so easy.

      And of course, Marion was there as a buffer between us and Gran. She was there in the morning when we left the house, getting Gran up and bathed and dressed. She fed Gran during the day, kept Gran and her bickering at bay when we both came home from work, exhausted and drained of energy, and cooked up a storm each evening, for Gran’s benefit and my delectation. That was the best part of having Marion around: the food. Mum had practically starved me all my life.

      I had hoped to find out more about the mystery between Mum and Gran, but the more the week careened towards its inevitable end, the more my hope that I’d be taken into their confidence disappeared. The nearest I got to finding out was the day I walked into the kitchen to hear Marion say to Gran, in a tone of annoyed urgency:

      ‘Tell her, Mummy! You have to tell her! Before I leave! She has to know; Uncle Matt …’

      ‘Hi!’ I said, breezily. ‘Tell who what?’

      ‘Oh, nothing, Inky. Nothing important.’

      ‘Look, if it’s about Mum, you might as well tell me,’ I offered. ‘I can act as a go-between. Tell me and I’ll tell her.’

      At that Gran, who had been untypically silent for the last minute, let out a cascade of cackles.

      ‘Inky, you ears too long! Just like me own.’ And at that she grabbed her rollator and trundled out of the room, as dignified as ever. Marion let out a long deep sigh and shrugged.

      ‘Why can’t you tell me?’ I asked. ‘I mean it. Why can’t you trust me?’

      ‘It’s not a matter of trusting you, Inky!’ said Marion. ‘It’s just – it’s just too much.’

      And with that she too walked out. The truth, it seemed, was too bitter for my juvenile ears.
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      On Tuesday, Mum and Gran had a huge flare-up. I suppose it had been simmering beneath the surface for days, and that evening, at supper, it just boiled over. Gran had brought up the subject of the stamp once again. She had been muttering about it ever since she’d shown it to me, bringing it into conversations, hinting at how rare it was, and how valuable, and what a family heirloom. Now she was at it again, and I couldn’t help but butt in.

      ‘So how much is that stamp really worth, Gran?’ I asked, as casually as possible. To be quite honest, I was a bit ashamed of myself. Ever since my conversation with Sal my thoughts had drifted back again and again to the stamp. What if it was really valuable? I accepted that Gran wouldn’t sell it; but once she died? No. I shouldn’t be having such thoughts. But if – and when – she died, after all, she would die one day, maybe soon, and then – had she made a will? I mean, I was her favourite grandchild, wasn’t I? No. Stop it, Inky! I shouldn’t be thinking that! That was a really, really nasty thought! What a horrible person I was! I was the kind of person I hated: people who would be ingratiating to old people just to get at their inheritance. But she certainly wouldn’t leave it to Mum – what if …? But no.

      How can one switch off greedy thoughts? Impossible. They just kept coming.

      Anyway, the question just popped out of my lips and Gran, of course, was quick to reply.

      ‘A fortune!’ she said. ‘A small fortune!’ She turned to Mum.

      ‘Enough to pay off your mortgage, Rika!’

      How did Gran know about Mum’s mortgage? Maybe Mum had told Marion and Marion had told Gran. I knew that Mum didn’t discuss her debts and her money problems with anyone, and wouldn’t have told Gran herself. She was much too proud.

      But if Gran had hoped to get Mum excited about the stamp, fat chance!

      ‘I can’t believe,’ Mum said, ‘I just can’t believe that an intelligent person could get so covetous about a little scrap of paper, they’d chuck millions at someone else to acquire it. I just don’t know what to say.’ She went on to sneer about these people who paid millions for such scraps when they could be saving humanity with the same money. At millionaires who had nothing better to do than throw money at scraps of paper. At people who loved scraps of paper.

      Gran listened to Mum’s rant with a neutral expression, shovelling food into her mouth and chewing slowly, her eyes on Mum, letting her speak her heart.

      I myself was astonished; it was unusual for Mum to be so judgmental; unusual, in fact, for her to criticize anyone for anything. ‘People are the way they are,’ she’d say, when I brought up some human foible or the other. ‘Everyone is different. They have their desires and they make their choices, and some choices are more stupid than others. Most people find out when they make stupid choices. They find out the hard way.’

      And now, here she was, practically declaring stamp-enthusiasts to be dumbest people on earth.

      ‘So, your father was stupid?’ Gran asked, casually.

      ‘My father! He was no father!’

      ‘What! What you saying! You had the best father in the world!’

      ‘I’m saying, he was no father! All that man cared about was those bloody stamps. That one stamp in particular.’ She looked at me.

      ‘The man who called himself my father would spend hours and hours holed away in his study peering at stamps under a magnifying glass. It just wasn’t normal!’

      She turned back to Gran. ‘He loved his stamps first, and then you, and then a long space, and then, maybe, his children!’

      That’s when Gran exploded. ‘How dare you! What do you know? He loved us all more than anything in this world! He adored us! He adored you! You don’t know him at all! You don’t know anyone at all! How you could talk about love! You ran away from home and didn’t give a damn what anyone thought! About your own family!’

      ‘You weren’t anything of a mother either!’ Mum cried back. ‘It was Granny who mothered me! She was both mother and father for me!’

      ‘Yes, and even she you didn’t care about! She dead and gone and you never even came to see her again!’

      And so it went on, accusation and return accusation. And it was all about love. That’s the one thing I took from all the talk. Behind it all, behind all the words, on both sides, was a huge gaping hole; a hole where love should have been, but wasn’t. It was as if they were both, Mum and Gran, caught in a time-warp, a place they’d been trapped in for thirty years, from which there was no escape. Marion and I just sat there in silence. Finally, Gran said:

      ‘Rika, you don’t know what you saying. You just don’t know.’ Mum did not reply to that, and so Gran had the last word. So in the end, the war of words ended in silence. Nothing resolved, and the wall between mother and daughter as sturdy as ever. The truth was: they were on either side of that wall, and not one of them was capable of passing to the other side.
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      On Wednesday morning, though, Marion made me face a different bitter truth.

      ‘Inky,’ she said sternly, ‘you know I’m leaving Sunday morning.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Well, who’s going to cook for Mummy when I’m gone?’

      My voice, when it finally came, was small. A squeak.

      ‘Mum?’

      ‘Ha!’ Her chuckle oozed contempt. ‘What you think your mother gon’ cook? Alfalfa sprouts and wheat-germ burgers? No, darling, sorry. It’s you.’

      I suppose I should have seen what was coming, should have seen it from the start, but sometimes I‘m as much of an ostrich as Mum.

      Mum had her own definition of ‘delicious’. She was a vegetarian, had been for decades. She didn’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t cook meat. If I wanted meat, I had to cook it myself. If Gran wanted meat – and she certainly did: meat cooked in special, mysterious, Guyanese-from-scratch ways – it would be up to me to cook it. Mum had always known this, but never spoken it out loud. She’d left it to Marion to explain, and to teach me. And now the inevitable was imminent: a crash course in Guyanese cuisine.

      I was already a tolerable cook, I’d had to be, if I wanted to eat certain things, but this was a whole new world. Every morning Marion went shopping for the exotic ingredients Gran insisted on having, and since she couldn’t get it all in Streatham, she went all the way to Brixton Market, a bus trip away, bringing back a variety of fruit, vegetables and other ingredients I’d never seen in my life, or ever even heard of. Eddoes, yams, calalloo, plantains, cassareep: the names alone made my head spin.

      But I was game; I actually liked cooking, and Marion was not only a good cook, she made it fun, interjecting her instructions with funny anecdotes from back home. And the best part, of course, was the eating of it all. Marion looked on with pleasure as I devoured her creations.

      ‘Everything but rope, soap and iron,’ she would say, as I tried yet another of her dishes. ‘You’re a true Guyanese!’

      As we cooked she talked, and in those few days I learned more about the place Mum called ‘home’ from Marion than I had from Mum in all of my eighteen years. Marion brought ‘home’ to life – made it a colourful, vibrant place filled with quirky and loveable people.

      By Saturday I had learned three staple recipes with which, by a system of rotation, I could keep Gran alive and reasonably happy. Marion recommended I teach myself four more dishes, and wrote the recipes down for me. She gave me a list of dishes I could look up on the Internet, and try out myself. And on Saturday she dragged me with her to Brixton Market. Strangely, I had never been there before; Brixton was slightly outside my home territory, and I’m not really a market person. But why not? It would be an adventure.
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      Marion pushed her way through the crowded lane as if she’d done this every day of her life. On her previous forays she’d already found her favourite greengrocer, and that’s where she headed, weaving through the shoppers with me following meekly in her wake. The whole place throbbed with life; it was as if, just one corner away from the last Victoria Line station, we’d walked into a Caribbean bazaar, the very air pulsing with tropical colour and energy. Heaped up on the roadside stalls were fruits and vegetables I’d never laid my eyes on, much less eaten. There were butcher shops and fishmongers, long counters reaching deep back from the street and laden with slabs of fresh meat, whole fish, prawns and other sea creatures nestled in ice. Colours and scents and sounds a world away from London; Marion’s world, and Gran’s, and maybe Mum’s, but never mine.

      Marion stopped at her favourite shop, greeted the shopkeeper with a hearty ‘Mornin’ Errol, how yuh doin’ today?’ and began stuffing handfuls of okra into a brown paper bag. Now okra, I had eaten before, so when Marion turned to me to tell me what it was I was able to sound off expertly.

      ‘Actually, I don’t like it very much. It’s so slimy!’ I said.

      ‘Bah! If it was slimy they di’n’t cook it properly. Okra only get slimy if you boil it in water. Wait till you try me fry-up okra tonight!’

      As she spoke, the woman on my other side, an Indian woman with a plantain in her hand, leaned forward and peered across to get a better look at Marion. Her eyes lit up.

      ‘Eh-eh! Marion, is you? I din’ know you was over here!’

      Marion looked back and let out a shriek of recognition. ‘Jocelyn Ramsingh! Oh Lord, how you doin’ gal!’

      I stepped back to let them fall into each other’s arms, okras and plantains forgotten. Marion turned to me. ‘Jocelyn, this is my niece Inky; my sister’s daughter. You remember Rika, nah?’

      ‘Rika? Who could forget Rika Quint? Of course! I heard she was in London, her cousin Pamela told me  –  Pamela and me got children in de same class  –  but she keep to sheself, like she too good for the likes of we.’

      Marion laughed. ‘No, is not true, Rika just don’t like to mix. She lives in she own world. Inky, this is me old friend Jocelyn, from Guyana.’

      Well, I had already gathered that, and as I let myself be scrutinised by Jocelyn I thought yet again that the whole country of Guyana must be like one huge jolly village, where everybody knew everybody else or at least everybody’s cousin and everybody’s cousin’s business, and everybody fully expected that, when everybody else moved to London or New York or wherever, they would keep that village going and feed it with new recruits; people like me, who belonged and yet didn’t. We were born here to these villagers, yet were so far away mentally as to be strangers, except that they didn’t realise it. We were Londoners; we’d left the village for the metropolis and our lives were so much larger, so much richer.

      So when Jocelyn reached out to draw me into a bear-hug I stiffened, and when she patted my cheeks afterwards  –  as if I were her niece too, not just Marion’s  –  I drew away with as much discretion as I could. I didn’t want to be rude, but really, I couldn’t let her think of me as a villager.

      ‘Pretty girl!’ said Jocelyn, looking me up and down, and immediately corrected that to, ‘Beautiful! Her daddy in’t no Guyanese, right? I hear Rika married an American. A white man?’

      I wanted to butt in right there and declare how rude and irrelevant it was to discuss another person’s race, especially in their presence, but they were already off, discussing Jocelyn’s own husband’s race and how many children she had and how old they were and who they were married to and what race and how many grandchildren she had already, and how dark this one’s skin and that one’s. I touched Marion’s arm.

      ‘Why don’t you give me the shopping list and I’ll get the other stuff? The two of you can go and have a coffee, if you like!’ I would have added, ‘Or else we’ll be here all day’, but I was too well brought up for that.

      Marion was delighted at the suggestion, so off I went with the list and the purse. I finished buying the okras, moved to the fruit section and stocked up on mangoes and oranges. I couldn’t believe how cheap it all was, compared to the supermarket, but remembered how Marion had complained, the first day, how expensive everything was.

      I took my purchases inside the shop to pay for them. The shopkeeper  –  not Errol, but maybe Errol’s son  –  packed everything into blue plastic bags and told me the price. I opened the purse and gave him a ten pound note, and as he turned to the till to get the change I bent down to pack the goods into my backpack. When I straightened up again the shopkeeper pointed to my purse, which I’d left lying on the countertop.

      ‘You don’t belong in Brixton, right?’ he said. ‘Never leave your purse unattended like that here. Nex’ time, you might find it gone!’

      The customer behind me, an elderly man, nodded and smiled. ‘I was thinking the same thing!’ he said. ‘Just be careful, Miss! Look after youself!’

      I smiled at both in gratitude, feeling stupid. ‘Thanks!’ I said. ‘This is my first time here. I won’t do it again.’

      ‘Yeah, I thought you was new, I never seen you face before. Well, then, welcome to Brixton, and I hope I didn’t put you off forever! Most of us good honest people!’

      Errol’s son’s warm smile made me feel right at home.

      ‘No, no, of course not. I think you’ll see a lot of me in future.’

      Yes. Brixton Market had found a new recruit.

      ‘Nice, nice!’ He reached across a pile of sick-coloured bottles of fizzy drinks and grabbed a beautiful golden mango, which he handed to me.

      ‘There you go! Have a great weekend! Come back soon!’

      As I thanked him and packed the mango into my backpack – this time, my purse clamped under my arm – a new feeling flooded me: gratitude, mingled with shame, and a delicious sense of comfort. Sometimes it’s just nice to belong. I suppose that’s the advantage of village life.

      I met up with Marion and Jocelyn but it seemed they hadn’t finished their conversation yet, and had made plans. For me.

      ‘I hear you like Guyanese cooking?’ said Jocelyn to me, with a wicked glint in her eyes.

      ‘Love it!’ I said.

      Jocelyn grabbed my arm, hooked hers into it. ‘Well then, you got to come to Brown Betty. Marion and me takin’ an early lunch there. Best Caribbean food in town – in the whole country!’

      And they marched me off, down a side street where we were accosted by a black preacher with piled up dreadlocks yelling at us to ‘Repent! For the day of Retribution is nigh!’ Past stalls loaded with cheap bric-a-brac, past a sweet arcade; and then we were at Brown Betty, a narrow little place with one table on the street and a big glass window and an open door. In we went.

      The place was crammed. There were only four tables, not counting the one outside, and all of them were crowded with plates piled high with food and surrounded by people eating. There were chairs everywhere, and people standing and talking and coming and going. A buxom black woman screamed when she saw Jocelyn and pushed her way past to enclose her in a tight hug. Her unblemished skin was polished to a deep mahogany, skin so tight and pure it could have belonged to a child. Her hair was arranged in small tight cornrows that started at her brow and rode across her skull to be gathered at the back of her neck on rolls of soft flesh. She and Jocelyn hugged as if they were long-lost sisters, and then they pulled apart and Jocelyn introduced her to Marion, who was pulled into a similar embrace, and then it was my turn. Strong arms closed around me and pressed me against a pillow of a breast; and all to the tune of ‘Welcome, Welcome darling, welcome my dear, welcome to Brown Betty!’

      This was Betty, we learned next, and though the place was full, Betty found room for us by chasing out the four occupants of one of the tables who she lambasted for having been sitting there for four hours and just ‘gaffin’ de mahnin’ away when other people got wuk to do’ and ‘keepin’ away de custom’.

      ‘Ow, Aunty, leh we stay, nuh?’ said a thin black woman, with big golden hoop earrings and an elaborate corn-row hair style, grinning up at Betty in supplication.

      ‘You think skinnin’ you teeth gon’ help yuh? Haul yuh tail! Every man Jack!’

      Reluctantly, the guests got up and left. Marion pushed me into the corner space they had left, and she and Jocelyn sat down opposite her.

      ‘Just like home!’ said Marion in delight, looking around her at the wooden walls painted in primary colours, posters pinned to them inviting people to a Jamboree or advertising hair extensions or ‘Cheap Calls to Guyana and the Caribbean’.

      ‘You mean to say, you live here all you life and this is your first time in Brixton?’ Jocelyn couldn’t believe it; she looked at me as if I were some alien.

      ‘Is not she fault,’ said Marion, ‘is my sister Rika – she always goin’ she own way.’

      ‘No sense of roots!’ said Jocelyn. ‘My cousin daughter just like dat. They wouldn’t set foot in Brixton – t’ink dey is too good.’

      ‘Brown Betty was a restaurant in centre Georgetown,’ Marion explained. ‘Gone now, but oh my! They used to have the best chicken-in-the-rough in the whole country. Served in a basket!’

      ‘Ice cream too!’ said Jocelyn. ‘We used to go every Sunday evening. Then drive to the Sea Wall and eat we chicken.’

      ‘Closed down now,’ said Marion, ‘But Betty here, she is the granddaughter. And Betty cousin …’ She launched into the story of Betty’s cousin.

      Betty, meanwhile, who had disappeared into the kitchen some time ago, reappeared with several dishes balanced on her arms. She placed them on the red-and-white chequered tablecloth:  dhal puri and chicken curry, plus pumpkin bhaji with mango achar, black pudding, metagee and cook-up-rice, channa and chow-mein – all of which I was commanded to heap onto my plate and eat up, eat up.

      I ate my way through the dishes set before me, each one more delicious than the one before it. I was going to get so fat, but I didn’t care. Marion, Jocelyn and Betty looked on with delight.

      ‘A proper Guyanese!’ said Jocelyn.

      ‘She eats everything but rope, soap and iron!’ Marion informed her.

      ‘That’s the way!’ said Betty. ‘Eat up, darlin’, eat up!’

      ‘So when you goin’ home?’ Jocelyn asked me, in between all the food and drink.

      I looked at my watch, and then at Marion. ‘Actually, we should leave, in half an hour at the latest,’ I said, and Marion and Jocelyn burst into laughter.

      ‘Not that home … home, home. Guyana!’ said Jocelyn.

      ‘Um – actually, I don’t have any plans. Probably never,’ I said, and hoped it didn’t sound rude.  I didn’t say that this was home. London. South London. And now, Brixton.

      Marion patted me on the back.

      ‘You will go. One day you will. Wait and see,’ she said.

      Later on, I staggered and stumbled home – my present home, that is – with Marion, stuffed full with the most delicious food I’d ever tasted and satiated with enough affection to keep me going until – until I returned to Brixton and Brown Betty, which definitely would have to be soon. For the time being, that would be my Guyana. For it had dawned on me that day: Marion was right. One day, I’d go and find that place she and Mum called home. Meanwhile, I had learned a valuable lesson: Guyana’s way to my heart was definitely through the stomach.
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      Marion and I were cooking together one evening when I broached the taboo subject of Mum, Gran, and the Terrible Thing that had torn them apart.

      ‘What really happened?’ I asked, as casually as I could. Marion looked at me and shrugged.

      ‘If your mummy never told you, it means she don’t want you to know. It doesn’t really concern you and it’s all in the past.’

      ‘But I just think I should know. There’s such a tension between them. If I knew I could somehow… mediate. I have the feeling they both want to be friends, they both want reconciliation but something is holding them back.  Maybe it’s pride or something. Maybe one of them needs to say sorry and if I knew …’

      Marion sighed. ‘So you picked up on that? You’re right, Inky. The two of them are just dying to make up but it’s like they’re caught in a time trap, and they can’t escape, both too proud to make the first move. First Mummy rejected Rika and then Rika got her revenge by rejecting Mummy … it’s like a wall of rejection and if only they could just get past that wall – tear it down …’

      ‘But why, Marion? What happened?’

      ‘Sorry, Inky, you not getting that information from me. It’s too personal. Ask your mummy.’

      ‘You know what she’s like. She never talks about personal stuff. I asked her a couple of times already and she always manages to change the subject.’

      ‘Then ask Granny.’

      ‘She won’t talk either. She just keeps dropping hints. If I knew who had to forgive whom … whose fault it was. Was it really that bad?’

      Marion didn’t answer. She was chopping onions. She rubbed her eyes. But I refused to be ignored.

      ‘Marion – how bad was it really?’

      She glanced at me and said beneath her breath:

      ‘It was… horrendous.’
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