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 To my grandparents, Miss Dolly, Baby, Bobsie and John and to your whole generation.


   






‘Don’t underestimate her,’ I say. ‘Old women can be very fierce.’


Rosalind Stopps, A Beginner’s Guide to Murder


Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.


James Baldwin, ‘As Much Truth as One Can Bear’
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The Pardner Lady is Dead




On the morning Blossom brought the news that the Pardner Lady, also known as Constance Margorie Brown, was dead, Miss Hortense had not long finished watching Kilroy and was in the back garden pruning the Deep Secrets. Her blood-red roses, which she had planted a lifetime ago, were put there to stop her forgetting something that was, by its own nature, quite unforgettable. The sun hadn’t yet risen to its highest point and, as she knelt down, it filtered in through the leaves, playing a kind of peek-a-boo against her back. 


Blossom, who said she had rushed off the number 64 bus and all the way to Miss Hortense’s home, could barely get the words out: ‘Dead! And I never saw it!’ 


She carried the news all the way from Bridge Street Market, where she had been in conversation with Mr Wright. That was the Mr Wright who Blossom had once said favoured Engelbert Humperdinck, but, apart from the light skin and sideburns, Miss Hortense couldn’t see the resemblance. It was Mr Wright who saw the ambulance as it pulled up at a quarter to seven outside Constance’s home, number 52 Percival Road, which is the house on the corner. The ambulance didn’t leave until something like 8.15 a.m., which means, according to Mr Wright, that they must have been working on her hard. Mr Wright, as they knew, lived in the council flats opposite, so although he didn’t quite have direct access into Constance’s front room, if he went out on his balcony (which he did upon hearing the sirens and seeing the flash of blue lights) and stood with his neck tilted heavily to the side, he could just about see into the front right corner of Constance’s bedroom. 


Blossom took a deep breath and stopped fiddling with the chiffon scarf that hung unevenly about her neck. There was a slight tremor at the corner of her mouth. Blossom was a woman who didn’t step out of her yard without two layers of foundation and several pins in her hair. Her nails were always immaculately polished in a magenta pink. But on that morning, something had gone wrong, and one eyebrow sat higher than the other and her skin tone was uneven. She licked her lips and continued. 


Constance, like Miss Hortense and Blossom, lived by herself, although unlike them, Constance had children – a son and daughter – but Mr Wright was quite sure that it was she in the body bag that was zipped up all the way to the top. ‘Body bag’ was whispered by Blossom, and she crossed herself before repeating the words and then crossing again, despite the fact that Blossom wasn’t a Catholic or in any way a follower of any religion – except, if there were such a religion as Love Thy Money, then it’s fair to say that Blossom would have been a very devoted member.


Blossom was quite sure that the information she had was correct. There was no mistaking it. And then, just like that, when she’d got it all out, Blossom deflated like a balloon and nearly lost her footing on Miss Hortense’s doorstep because it was a shock. The shock of having Constance be quite alive and full of life, taking up even more space than was strictly necessary, for so many years, to the unbelievable realisation that she had now become a Hope No More.


For once, this was not a death that Blossom was claiming she had foretold. That was what the ‘I never saw it!’ bit was about. Blossom generally knew everything that was going to happen after it had happened, but she was particularly accurate when it came to death.


‘I can’t believe it,’ she said again, the sweat dripping from her brow. It was normally at least an eighteen-minute walk from the bus stop to Miss Hortense’s, but this day, according to Blossom, she made it in four and a half minutes.


There was nothing for it but to let Blossom in and get the little glasses from the cabinet and pour the neat white rum, Wray & Nephew, all the way to the top of each. 


‘I …’ said Blossom, gripping the glass hard. But nothing further came out. It was rare for Blossom to be without words. It had happened only once before, in the summer of 1968, after her second husband, Lester (the one with the funny eye), hit her and she had boxed him so hard that he flew across the room and hit his head on the sideboard. She had rushed all the way to Miss Hortense’s then too.


Now both of them fell silent as they contemplated what it meant for the Pardner, indeed for them all, now that the Pardner Lady was dead.
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No Place for Our Money




The Pardner had begun on the night Hortense first met Blossom, a miserable Friday evening in the summer of 1963. Despite the season, clouds hung in the sky like they had dropsy and there was a chill that ran right through Miss Hortense’s bones. Errol had come to find her after he’d heard she’d moved to Bigglesweigh and had insisted she leave her box room to join him at a Blues dance. ‘Come na, man.’ Although she didn’t mind a good party, it was her sister who had loved them. 


Hortense and Errol hadn’t seen each other since the spring of 1958. On the night he came to find her, she was soon to turn twenty-nine and was thicker-set with a more ample bosom and wider hips. But, despite nearly three years in England, her skin tone, a deep, dark mahogany, hadn’t lost any of its depth. He was twenty-seven, but still the same scrawny pipsqueak. She noted, however, that his copper hair no longer sparkled. He had just acquired a wife called Precious, and very shortly before that, a daughter, both of whom Hortense had yet to meet. As they walked side by side they talked briefly about Hortense’s sister, Evie. Evie, whom she followed to England in September 1960. Evie, who was lost to her.


‘Is just how it is here,’ he tried to rationalise. ‘Na worry ’bout it.’


‘Well, I going find a place for the two of we and the pickney,’ said Hortense, giving away more than was characteristic. ‘I going tek her and me nephew away from that man.’


As they arrived at Blossom’s little house a brass horn rose to greet them, and Hortense shook out her headscarf to the pulsating ‘Madness’ of Prince Buster. 


A sudden commotion came from further inside the house. In the front room, a small table was squashed in the middle, with a man sat at each of the four sides, staring each other down. Behind the men was a gathering of people watching the unfolding drama, including a woman the colour of yellow yam with a mouth full of little shark teeth, whom Miss Hortense would later come to know as Constance Margorie Brown. She was peering over shoulders.


‘Rahted! How him do it?’ said a man stood next to Constance. He had noble, chiselled features as if carved from the granite of a gravestone. This was Mr McKenzie. He shook his head. ‘That na make no sense. Brown can’t play.’


‘I win. Fair and square,’ said a man sat at the table with a prominent forehead and slicked-back hair who turned out to be Mr Brown, Constance’s husband. He rose, not very far, to his feet – he was a short man – and gestured to the dominoes tiles on the table, all akilter now. 




‘Is I win! You fe give me my winnings.’ 


Another man at the table rose slowly. He had broad shoulders and a fighter’s ready stance. This was Fitz. 


‘Is dere anyone here who this man don’t owe no money to?’ asked Fitz to the room. 


Someone in the corner shouted, ‘Brown owe the whole world to rahted,’ and Mr Brown, with his big forehead, seemed to shrink into the carpet, before sliding towards the door. 


Miss Hortense watched as whatever smile Constance Margorie Brown had had previously disappeared. She leaned away from her husband as he passed her on his way out, her shark teeth revealing more of themselves. 


‘See the real player deh so,’ shouted a large man with a funny eye, sat at the table. 


His name was Lester, but that wasn’t the name Miss Hortense had for him. He motioned, with a bulbous finger, for Errol. 


‘Come now,’ Errol said, turning back to Hortense and easing both of them further into the room. ‘Hortense a go tek me place,’ he shouted across the crowd. Errol was practically pushing Hortense towards the space Mr Brown had left. 


The Bullfrog (the name Hortense had for the large man with the funny eye) said, ‘No.’ 


So Errol fished in his pocket and took out four single pound notes and a handful of change, which he counted and put on the table. Slam.


‘All right then,’ said the Bullfrog. ‘Come na, darling. I going tek you money,’ he taunted Errol and the third man at the table, whose name was Bigsy. ‘I going whip you backsides tonight.’


Hortense shook her head at Errol, removed her coat and sat at the table. To her right, Fitz – she could smell the spice in his aftershave. To her left, Bigsy. In front of her, the Bullfrog, breathing heavily. 


They were playing the dominoes game, Six. In order to win, you needed to win six games in a row. One break in the pattern and you started from square one. The game could go on for hours. Hortense rolled up her sleeves. The Bullfrog said in Errol’s direction, ‘She know how fe play?’ Hortense looked across at him. He was an ugly-looking man if ever she’d seen one. She put down her handbag and picked out her seven bones, the tiles she was going to play with.


The first five games were taken by the Bullfrog. He belched into the room. A smile played at the corner of his wet mouth as he eyed the money on the table. 


When the Bullfrog was about to play his first domino of the sixth game, Bigsy deployed the common tactic of distraction and shouted towards the kitchen. ‘Dee? Tell them what happened to you at the bank.’ 


His wife, Dimples, a sickly-looking slip of a woman with no dimples in sight, emerged from the kitchen a few moments later. ‘Well, on Monday, I went to the Royal National Bank,’ Dimples began into the room. Her voice was watery. She frowned, and Miss Hortense spotted the dimple for the first time.


‘I said I wanted to open a little bank account.’ Sniffle. Frown. Dimple. ‘The cashier said they didn’t do that. So I said,’ continued Dimples, ‘But I thought this was a bank.’


‘Pass,’ said Bigsy slapping the table. He didn’t put a domino into play. 


‘And then she said that they didn’t have any place for my kind of money.’


‘But don’t all banks have place fe money?’ said a high-pitched voice. Miss Hortense looked up to see a tall, fair-skinned woman who had entered the room with a tray of over-stewed stewed chicken. It was Blossom. The Bullfrog tutted. 


‘Well, that’s what I said, and I even showed them I had it. Five pounds,’ said Dimples. ‘But, Oh no, said the cashier. We can’t take that,’ mimicked Dimples, frowning. Dimple. 


‘And what did you say back?’ Hortense asked, cool and composed. It was the first time her voice had entered the room. She continued to study her dominoes.


‘Say back?’ asked Dimples, looking puzzled. ‘Well, I didn’t say anything back. I left. As quickly as I could.’


‘I heard it’s the same at the First Union Bank up on George Street,’ said another woman now standing in front of Mr McKenzie, who had a resemblance at the mouth to Constance. This was Mr McKenzie’s wife, Myrtle, a prim-looking, buttoned-up woman. She was staring across the room at a man wearing a baggy beige suit who was continually wiping at his brow. His name was Pastor Williams.


‘Better if you seeking to accumulate riches to go to Luke. Verse twelve, thirty-three through to thirty-four: Provide yourselves a treasure in the heavens that faileth not, where no thief approacheth, neither moth corrupt …’ Myrtle continued, seeking to get the Pastor’s attention, but the room had moved on.


‘It’s because you wasn’t with you husband,’ shouted the Bullfrog, licking down a domino. ‘Bigsy, you fe go back with her to the bank, you hear? Is we fe do de talking and manage de money,’ he continued. He belched again. 


Bigsy sat up. ‘Well, yes,’ he said. ‘Dee, I could go back with you next week.’


‘Pass,’ said Fitz, tapping his hand on the table. He didn’t have a domino to put into play.


Hortense, who had heard quite enough from the Bullfrog, shifted in her seat and eased off her shoes. 


‘All I wanted to do was put a likkle savings aside,’ said Dimples. 


‘Dem scared we a go rob up the place,’ said Fitz, not looking up from his dominoes.


‘Union can boycott bank, Errol?’ asked Mr McKenzie from behind Myrtle, who was still quoting the Bible.


‘But that na what dem want?’ said Bigsy.


‘Why don’t you just start a Pardner?’ asked Hortense, gently putting down a double blank. No one except for Errol had seen it coming. There was an intake of breath from the room. Miss Hortense had blocked the game. 


The Bullfrog pushed his chair back so violently that it fell over, and he cursed a bad word beginning with ‘b’. He stood on his stumpy legs and slammed his heavy fist onto the table so hard that several of the tiles jumped off in fright and landed on the floor. Fitz looked across at Hortense; something danced behind his eyes. A broad smile appeared on Errol’s face.


But Miss Hortense noticed how Blossom had flinched, just as the tiles had done, when the Bullfrog brought his hand down onto the table.


The next three games Hortense won straight. Errol was practically laughing. The Bullfrog’s neck pulsated. It grew increasingly quiet as the guests in the room gathered around the table to witness the Bullfrog being licked by the nurse woman Errol had brought.


Dimples said, ‘This Pardner, who would be the banker?’ 


‘I could do it,’ said Blossom. This time she had with her a bowl of clumpy rice and peas that had clearly caught the bottom of the pot.


‘You?’ roared the Bullfrog, who it turned out was Blossom’s husband – no wonder the flinching. He whipped his head around and lashed out his tongue. ‘You stupid or what? You can’t even breed pickney.’ 


The room fell silent. Miss Hortense looked up to see that Blossom had almost completely disappeared in her own house. 


‘Anyway,’ said the Bullfrog, ‘Pardner a no good business. Old-time foolishness from back home. What can Pardner do for we here inna England?’ He slapped down another domino.


‘Well, yes, maybe you right,’ said Bigsy, blinking at his dominoes.


‘What about Hortense?’ asked Errol as Hortense won another game. ‘She’s good with money and a nurse to rahted. Can’t get nothing more trustworthy than a nurse.’




‘No thank you,’ said Miss Hortense as she picked out the bones for the next game. She had no desire to take on this raggedy group of people.


‘And what about that house you was talking about for you and your sister?’ asked Errol. Hortense looked up from her dominoes and glared at him. He knew full well not to put her business into a room of strangers. He turned quickly to Dimples. ‘And you, Miss Dimples, you is wanting to build a place back home. And Fitz, you is always talking about getting a boxing gym for you and the boys dem. And you, Pastor, how about a proper church for you and your disciples; Miss Myrtle could help you build it. Why wait for them to accept us and our money?’ asked Errol, as if he were at a rally.


The next game Hortense deliberately lost to the Bullfrog, and then quickly the next four games in succession. When the Bullfrog won the sixth game in a row, he rubbed his hands together, and pocketed the four pound notes and one pound in change; there were no casualties on the floor and Blossom wasn’t flinching. Errol slapped his thigh; the party was over. Even Millie Small with her ‘Boy Lollipop’ couldn’t raise the mood.


‘I know,’ said Dimples. ‘Why we don’t start a Pardner right now? It’s Friday, everyone must still have a likkle something left inna them pocket? What about five pounds? Pass me you hat, Fitzroy.’ Fitz passed his hat to Dimples and fished out five pounds to drop in. Pastor Williams dithered, then said he would put in five pounds the following day. Dimples put in the five pounds she was going to deposit in the bank. Mr McKenzie put in five pounds, and, after Myrtle insisted, another five pounds for her second cousin Constance. The Bullfrog refused to put a single penny in, of course, and wouldn’t let Blossom do so either; but when Hortense returned with a slice of her rich moist black cake the following day, Blossom had five pounds (which she told Hortense she had been hiding under a floorboard) waiting for her.


Errol leaned down to whisper in Hortense’s ear.


‘What happen, man? You could have taken him. That was my last money. You can sub me?’


Miss Hortense cussed her teeth and put her wages in the hat for her and Errol. 


The hat contained, or would contain, forty pounds.


It was more money gathered in ten minutes than many would see in months. 


‘Now, Miss Banker,’ said Errol, directing himself to Miss Hortense, his spirit buoyed again by seeing what was achieved in the hat. ‘Who going bag first draw? Who going get the whole of this money first?’ For that person, it would come like a loan. It would take another seven weeks before they would pay it back with their weekly contributions, and eight before they would get another lump sum themselves. But it was so much more than a loan, as the faces of each of those who had contributed attested to, as they looked from Miss Hortense to the hat. It was the face of a loved one they could send for and hold close; it was a means to start a little business and to become the person they wrote back home and boasted that they were; it was a little piece of land, a refuge, a house, a church hall, a boxing gym, a community centre. It was a future they could plan for, and finally see a path to, and it was a finger up to the Royal National Bank. 


No longer were they just a group of individuals striving to make a home for themselves in a foreign land. They were part of something bigger; integral to each other like organs of a body. And Miss Hortense was right at the heart of it. 


On that miserable Friday evening in the summer of 1963, Miss Hortense became the banker, also known as the Pardner Lady of Bigglesweigh. She didn’t put herself forward willingly, but she took her responsibilities deadly seriously, and she would not stop being the Pardner Lady, nor taking those responsibilities seriously, until seven years later. That was when she was kicked out of the Pardner in the most humiliating way you could imagine after the thing that no one spoke about happened. Another thirty years would pass, and Constance Brown would have to die, before the remaining members of the original Pardner – well, at least those who were able to walk, that is – were all in the same room again.
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Bricks and Mortar




For Hortense, the Pardner had meant many things, but by far the most precious of things was her own front door.


Hortense had lived at 37 Vernon Road, Bigglesweigh, Birmingham, England, for over half of her life. At the ripe age of sixty-five, Miss Hortense, even up close, could be mistaken for being two decades younger than she was. Her skin was still soft and plump despite the years in England. But for the occasional visit to Mane Attraction on the High Street, she still hot-combed her own hair using the traditional method of the hot iron on the gas cooker with newspaper and Dax. She dyed her hair herself too, but she wasn’t afraid to let the grey show, and the silver of it streaked through her hair like sugar glistening through a stick of rock. It was that silver that shone through now, catching the sunlight, as Miss Hortense stood in contemplation at the window in her front room.


She was thinking about their Pardner and how it had never been ordinary. How it had had more than three lives. Its first life had enabled the eight of them to chase their dreams – 37 Vernon Road an example. It evolved, in its second life, into a community investment scheme that had benefited not just the eight of them, but the whole of Bigglesweigh. In its third life, it had pivoted again into something entirely different and far more dangerous. It had moved into the ‘Looking Into Bones’ business: ‘Bones’ the shorthand word for the quick-fire dominoes game they played, but also the word they used to describe the murders, disappearances and kidnappings they had investigated, back when it was too dangerous to use the names of those involved. 


Miss Hortense turned briefly to look at Blossom, sat behind her on the settee, still speechless at Constance’s death. She thought about how she had sought to protect her by losing that dominoes game all those years ago, and how she had been protecting her ever since. If it wasn’t for that game, she pondered, the Pardner Network of Bigglesweigh, in its many guises, would never have existed.


Number 37 Vernon Road was Miss Hortense’s little ‘always’ house, with the hanging basket beside the door, blood-red roses and hydrangea spilling out of the back and front gardens; with the doorstep that was always polished to a high cherry sheen, the net curtains starched bright white; where, up until thirty years ago, the door was always kept on the latch for anyone to come and go as they pleased. The number, the road, the city, the country all mattered. Bricks and mortar obtained at a time when a black woman acquiring bricks and mortar in Bigglesweigh was almost as unheard of as England winning a World Cup. 


It was a two-up, two-down on a small plot of land in a nondescript road. The only stand-out neighbourhood features were a post office at the bottom on the corner of Lancet Road, where an infamous robbery had taken place in 1965, and, on the other side, opposite Miss Hortense, the Richardsons, a white family with seven girls (not, despite what the mother would have you believe, connected to those Richardsons), who had been so cantankerous that the eldest daughter knew how most of the local policemen liked their tea. There wasn’t anything remarkable about Bigglesweigh. It was a place you went through, not to. It was a place where ideas might originate but were never quite realised. It was one of the first places in the West Midlands to get a cinema, but that became a bingo hall and then, years later, was boarded up. 


It had taken nineteen Pardner draws, from the summer of 1963 to the semi-finals of the World Cup in 1966, for Hortense to save towards the seven hundred pounds and sixty-two shillings to put down as the deposit. Back then, number 37 was not much more than a broken-down shell which hadn’t been lived in for donkey’s years. Miss Hortense saw the possibility, though. It was going to be an ‘always’ home for her, her sister Evie and her nephew Gregory (which Hortense pronounced Gregry). A place of safety and permanence.


Miss Hortense often thought about what the house would have looked like if Evie had made it in with her son. If she’d taken the big room facing the road, sewn the curtains to go at the front, helped pick out the carpets and the wallpaper. As it was, it had always been just she one. In a house she had fallen in love with, not because it was anything to look at, or in the best area, but because it was hers: her number on her road, her postcode in her town, in her country. Her home. 


There had been instances throughout the years and, in particular, just after Hortense had moved in, when she got letters through the letter box, and sometimes stuck to a brick thrown through the front-room window, and once on a piece of faeces squashed to the door, telling her she must go back home. But how could she possibly have taken such correspondence seriously when the author couldn’t even spell ‘banana’ and was stupid enough to reuse her Family Allowance envelope? Damn fools. As if living in a country for twice as many years as the one she had come from didn’t make this her home. 


In 1966, after Miss Hortense had moved into 37 Vernon Road, she’d invite anyone who came to her door – black, white or purple – in for a drink and one of her famous gizada pastries, and every invitation accepted was a small victory against that road that had so obviously been repelled by her. 


That house on Vernon Road represented the long journey away from her parents when she had come to England to find Evie. It was every shift she had ever worked at the hospital, every insult she had swallowed down to her stomach, the relationship she had sacrificed and more. But it was the Pardner and all those draws that had given her the start, and for that she would be eternally grateful. 


When Miss Hortense saved up enough for the deposit, the Pardner had the same original eight members: Miss Hortense decided it was Dimples who bagged first draw, second Blossom, third Constance, fifth Fitz, sixth Pastor Williams, seventh Mr McKenzie and eighth Miss Hortense. The fourth person’s name she found it too difficult to mention.


When Precious’s daughter, Likkle, was old enough, she would run all the way from the top of Ebley Street to bring the family’s hard-earned income; the little girl had strict instructions not to stop until she’d reached Miss Hortense. Except the one time she tripped, her dress wet and muddy, her knees all cut up and bruised.


‘I can’t find it,’ she said, her lip trembling, her hands empty and those big eyes full of water. Miss Hortense didn’t know how long she’d been standing inside the gate in the freezing cold, building up the courage to tell her so. They both went out to look for the envelope along the main road and in the hedgerow that ran alongside it. But nothing could be found.


‘Our little secret, then,’ Miss Hortense assured the girl, squeezing her hand tight. ‘Now run home and don’t mention this to you mother.’ She often wondered what had become of the girl.


Fitz would travel all the way from Wolverhampton after a long shift at the rubber factory to bring his hand as soon as he had been paid. They never talked about why the urgency, but Miss Hortense knew: it was because of what happened that one time with the horses, when his first wife kicked him out. He was a man who didn’t trust himself, and it was true that for some, money could really burn a hole inna dem pocket.


For Blossom, the Pardner was first and foremost an escape route. A way out from under a brooding husband, otherwise known as the Bullfrog, who had used her body like a boxing bag. When Miss Hortense had handed over Blossom’s first draw, she grabbed it with iron in her grip, declaring: ‘I will never be inclining on a man again and I will kill any man who tries to put a finger ’pon me.’


The Pardner Network of Bigglesweigh had provided entrances and exits, ways and means, for the eight members of the Pardner for a good number of years. Back then, the Pardner represented possibility, and that was enough to make the sacrifice. And back then, all they had was possibility – after all it’s what they had first come to the country with. That and a trust that each one would come through for the other seven. The Pardner bound them together irrevocably in their dreams, hopes and desperation. 


But it wasn’t until Bigsy’s funeral in 1964 that the Pardner really found its feet, and moved into its second life. 


The funny thing is, that only happened because of the mix-up with the bodies. 
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The Geriatric Mafia




Back in Miss Hortense’s front room, Miss Hortense switched on the TV. Mr Blair, the prime minister, was outraged about guerrillas and gardeners or some such thing. Miss Hortense switched it off again. 


As the rum reached the pit of her stomach, Blossom began to retrieve her words. She reached a shaky, heavily ringed hand to her mouth and said: ‘Hortense, you think is our meeting yesterday had someting to do with Constance’s death?’ 


Miss Hortense walked back towards Blossom and sank into her favourite leather armchair. The chair protested against her weight as she adjusted herself. She looked down at her right leg which was starting to swell, as it did in the heat, or sometimes when she was about to tell a lie.


Blossom was referring to the meeting she and Hortense had had with Constance and Pastor Williams the previous day. They had sat right across from Constance, at the small plinkety-plinkety glass table that rocked whenever anyone so much as breathed on it. Hortense had been summoned by the two of them – that was the right word: ‘summoned’ – to Constance’s house in Musgrove Park, and then, it was fair to say, Hortense was ambushed.


‘What the two of them can possibly want with me now, Lawd?’ Hortense had asked at the time she received the invitation, in the vicinity of Blossom, not really believing that Blossom would have the answer. Thirty years later, Blossom was still on the inside of the Pardner, but she wasn’t on the inside inside, and that was because Blossom and Miss Hortense had remained close, despite what the others had said about her. 


‘All I know,’ Blossom had said, fiddling with her brightly coloured scarf, ‘is there mussy something gone very wrong with de money because I don’t see my draw fe five weeks now.’


In retrospect, Miss Hortense should have paid more attention to the fiddling.


Of course, Miss Hortense could have chosen not to go. She wasn’t a somebody to be summoned by anybody, not least by Constance Brown or Pastor Williams, but she was intrigued about the money problems Blossom had been complaining about for several weeks and why Constance and the Pastor wished to put aside thirty-odd years of ostracism to have Hortense’s company. She had also recently come into the possession of some information which she felt it was only right that Constance, as the current Pardner Lady, should be made aware of. 


‘Well, I might as well go,’ Miss Hortense told Blossom casually. ‘There is something I wish to show Constance Brown in any case.’ And she looked across to her handbag on the coffee table.


Like Constance herself, the suburb of Musgrove Park had always been two-faced. The last time Miss Hortense paid a visit to Constance was in 1964, when Constance and her husband, Mr Brown, had lived on the ghetto side of it, renting a room from the now infamous white slum landlord, in a shared boarding house riddled with rot. That was before said landlord set fire to the boarding house, and Constance’s husband, Mr Brown, had died. 


Before the fire, Miss Hortense knew that Constance was barely making ends meet. This wasn’t unusual among her people, particularly in those days, but even then Constance had been a proud woman. Nothing wrong with that, but it was her Small Island ways that Miss Hortense couldn’t stand. In any case, Constance’s fortunes had changed significantly in the decades that followed and with it, her accommodation. 


‘To the manor born,’ Miss Hortense said sarcastically as she looked up at the oversized windows on the corner plot. Blossom turned to Miss Hortense. 


‘Now don’t say anything you are going to regret, Hortense. Just listen.’ Which was advice indeed, coming from Blossom. And then she added in a whisper, ‘Don’t forget – don’t mention our Black Cake investigations.’ 


There was an expensive shiny black car taking up the driveway. The front garden was not as well kept as it could have been, the evidence in the half-hearted attempt at manicured shrubs around the border. The entrance was vast, and reminded Hortense of the old plantation houses in Jamaica. It was obvious they were being watched. A curtain at the front of the house moved as a distorted figure came towards them through the frosted glass panels of the heavy timber front door, which swung slowly open to reveal Constance with her frozen half-and-half smile. Her yellow-yam hue was even duller in the shadowy light. She was wearing pearls (though probably fake ones), a salmon-pink cardigan and low-heeled navy court shoes, all inside her own house. The inside of the house was neat enough, though Miss Hortense noted the cobwebs and dust fluttering along the high ceilings; a side effect of having too large a house and too small a ladder. Inside smelled like Constance: the scent of Pears soap and plasters. Not important enough to go into the sitting room, and whatever room that was on their right, which Constance was quick to firmly close the door to, they were led towards the back of the house. Constance’s Jheri curl glistened as she shimmied in front of them, leading them into a kitchen that had a strong smell of burnt toast and overdone porridge. Not like Constance to burn things.


‘Sister Hortense,’ said Pastor Williams, who was already sat at the glass table. A whiff of moth balls emanated from him. The table wobbled as he said, ‘Good to see you, Sister.’ Yet his eyes said something different. Constance directed her and Blossom to take a seat. No one offered either of them so much as a glass of water, and for a moment no one said a thing; such, she supposed, was the gravity of the occasion. 


Miss Hortense watched the two of them on the other side of the table looking like the black geriatric mafia: Constance, with her mouth pushed up in that stiff smile, her shark teeth barely showing, her stare aloof; then there was Pastor Williams, looking like an excuse in his suit and overly tight waistcoat. The shine from the table matched his bald head. He swiped a rag across it to mop it up. To Miss Hortense’s left, Blossom fiddled with her scarf. 


The Pastor ended the silence by tapping the table. He cleared his throat, the master of volume starting off almost at a whisper.


‘We might as well cut straight to it, Sister Hortense.’ He paused for breath. ‘We all, sitting around this table, understand, and I would say, agree on, the importance of the Pardner.’ 


You had to lean in to get it all. Blossom was nodding; Constance was nodding. 


‘It is fair to say, we, around this table, have a better understanding of what the Pardner is than most. It is an institution, an institution that rests on its discretion and confidential nature.’


So it was to be a sermon, thought Miss Hortense, as she adjusted her seat and inhaled deeply. 


‘It is a valuable institution, and despite some knocks and hardships along the way, the Pardner, yes I say it again, the Pardner has flourished.’ 


His words rose and fell, and, in the dip, Miss Hortense sniffed and said: ‘Lined your pockets and rinsed off de Pardner money more like.’ Miss Hortense was not a person to say things under her breath. She didn’t care who heard or who might be offended. Blossom gave her a kick all the same; Constance adjusted her position in her seat.


He paused. ‘Yes indeed, the Pardner has, in its time, been profitable, and that has assisted the community greatly.’ He looked to Constance. Hortense detected an uncertainty in his eyes. ‘But given your previous, and it would seem still current criticism,’ he said, now addressing Miss Hortense, ‘of the way we run this Pardner, we were somewhat –’ he was choosing his words carefully – ‘surprised by your rekindled interest in rejoining it.’ 


Miss Hortense opened her mouth and managed to say, ‘What the …’, and was on the verge of saying a word beginning with ‘b’ (even though Miss Hortense didn’t like swear words), when she felt another sharp dig in her shin and saw Blossom glaring at her.


‘Just listen na, man,’ Blossom whispered.


‘Yes. Sister Blossom here –’ the Pastor looked over to Blossom, who nodded her head and smiled as she adjusted the scarf again – ‘has been a strong supporter of you of late,’ he continued. 


Hortense glared back at Blossom, who beamed. 


‘She brought your recent interest in rejoining the Pardner to our attention, and I felt –’ Pastor Williams looked at Constance, who looked away – ‘it was only fair to think on it. Given the current circumstances.’ He damped his hands as if trying to quell a fire. 


‘With McKenzie, poor thing, on him deathbed,’ interjected Blossom.


‘Yes, well that,’ continued the Pastor. ‘It might, as Sister Blossom here suggested to us, mek some sense for us to think on our membership some. Particularly with certain recessionary circumstances that have, um, temporarily diverted certain mortgage payments.’ He was clearly on the verge of trying to say something more, but Blossom’s face turned to confusion and Constance kicked him under the table and he changed tack. ‘Well, we used to be eight, and then, what with you and Brother Fitz deciding to leave—’


‘I was turfed out,’ said Hortense, not under her breath.


Pastor Williams cleared his throat and continued, ‘Yes, well that, and then with various deaths and ting over de years it went down to four, but now, since Brother McKenzie have him stroke, we is only really three – Sister Constance, Sister Blossom and me. Having another somebody, like you, come back, who understand the Pardner and de money, and who was there right from the beginning, well that could be good. That could work.’ 


Hortense huffed. Constance chewed on the inside of her cheek; Blossom continued nodding. 


‘But something very concerning has come to our attention,’ said the Pastor carefully, looking at Constance. ‘Or let me put it another way,’ the volume rising, ‘we were recently approached by a young man who raised with us some grave concerns.’ 




‘What young man?’ said Blossom in an even higher pitch than normal. 


‘I’m coming to that, Sister Blossom,’ he said. ‘The young man in question is a Germaine Banton. You know him?’ the Pastor asked Hortense.


‘Who?’ asked Blossom, leaning forwards.


‘Germaine Banton. He is the owner of the business called G&T,’ said Constance.


‘This young man said you threatened him, Sister Hortense. Is that right?’ the Pastor asked.


‘What is that?’ asked Blossom. ‘Who? Hortense? You?’ She turned to Miss Hortense with an open mouth.


Pastor Williams didn’t wait for an answer.


‘We do not run our Pardner in that way, Sister Hortense.’ 


‘Not any more, at least,’ Constance said, not quite under her breath. 


‘We are not,’ said the Pastor, ‘in the business of threatening people.’


‘We are,’ said Constance, ‘in the investment business.’


‘We understand that it must have been Sister Blossom who told you about our interest in this young man’s business,’ said Pastor Williams. 


Blossom started coughing. Miss Hortense shot her another look. 


‘Our investments are strictly confidential, as Blossom knows. But we shall deal with that later,’ said Constance with a lick of velvet in her tone. 


‘As you may already now know, Miss Hortense, G&T, nothing to do with the drink as far as I understand it –’ he was looking again at Constance for confirmation – ‘is a very promising business. A very promising business,’ Pastor said again, as if to convince himself of the fact.


‘A very promising business,’ repeated Constance, but Miss Hortense observed that she was wringing her hands. 


‘It is starting to make some good returns,’ the Pastor continued. ‘And we are very hopeful that the Pardner will benefit from them. So we have no idea –’ he motioned to Constance, whose half-and-half smile was returning – ‘what your concerns with this young man’s business could possibly be, and why you felt the need to threaten him on our behalf.’ He tapped the table.


There was a silence as Miss Hortense shifted. Blossom fiddled so hard with the scarf it wouldn’t have surprised Miss Hortense if the stitching started to come apart. Miss Hortense looked at Constance.


‘Turmeric,’ Miss Hortense said finally. 


‘What?’ asked the Pastor, nonplussed. 


‘They na use it,’ said Miss Hortense. ‘Inna dem patty.’ 


Blossom’s mouth opened wide. 


‘Food colouring can give the patty the yellow but it’s not the same as turmeric. Not at all. And how can you trust a patty that don’t have any turmeric?’


Constance gave off a sort of victorious sigh. 


‘A patty …’ said Miss Hortense, hearing her pronunciation change, aping that of her host, with a touch of the St Andrew, ‘supposed to have turmeric. That is the traditional, well-tested Jamaican way. I don’t trust something that call itself one thing but don’t have all the ingredients to justify the name.’ 


Miss Hortense gave her own half-and-half smile, mimicking the woman on the other side, and looked directly at the Pastor. She could see out of the corner of her eye that Constance’s gritted teeth were beginning to reveal more of themselves. 


‘That is what you call a fraud, don’t it?’ said Miss Hortense, underlining her point to the Pastor, who seemed not to know what to do with his hands. Uncomfortable under the glare of all three women, he mopped his head again.


Constance snatched the baton. ‘You see, Pastor? How could you even have considered this? The current membership of the Pardner is just fine, thank you very much, and just because Mr McKenzie is not well don’t mean we need any more members, and definitely not that woman sitting over there so.’ She generally directed her hand towards Miss Hortense.


‘Well, why would you share you pension?’ asked Miss Hortense. Blossom kicked her again. 


Constance continued addressing Pastor Williams. ‘Like I said, even before this poor, shaken-up young man told us what she had done, Miss Hortense is not a suitable candidate for this Pardner. And we don’t need nor want her interfering in our investments neither. She is not to put her nose in our business again.’ Then, drawing out her sharpened knife, whetted over the course of thirty years, she said under her breath, ‘And we don’t need to remind ourselves what happened the last time she interfered, do we? People get hurt.’ She false-coughed. ‘People get killed.’


There it was. The knife pushed deep into the open wound which Miss Hortense had hoped might have, in some part, healed. There it was still: oozing in her chest, on display for everyone to see. Miss Hortense felt suddenly hot in Constance’s kitchen as she pushed her chair back and it scraped on the cold hard tiles. But her leg had swelled right up and she couldn’t stand up as quickly as she would have liked. The table rocked with the motion of her.


Miss Hortense leaned across the table and said very directly: ‘You better watch yourself, ya hear? Don’t think I don’t know who you are, Constance Brown. Don’t think I don’t know what you is capable of.’ 


Constance started to turn red, and the smile completely disappeared. 


‘But not to worry,’ Miss Hortense said, leaning back again. ‘I shan’t get myself involved inna any of your business, my dear.’


Miss Hortense wasn’t one to break her promises. So, with that, she walked out of that big old house with the information she had recently discovered tucked into her handbag, with no intention of having any further conversation with Constance Brown, Pastor Williams or perhaps even with Blossom, who had led her into the trap, ever again.


Oh, it was true that right at that moment, if looks and wishes could kill, Miss Hortense would have killed that ignorant, flat-bottomed, Small Island, false-smiling, butter-wouldn’t-melt, fake-pearls, goat-mouthed woman a thousand times over. And enjoyed every moment. However, it seemed that, despite ample provocation, something else was destined to beat her to it instead.
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The Second Life of the Pardner




It was after all the drama at Bigsy’s funeral, in August 1964, just over a year after the Pardner started, that they really got into the swing of things. That was when the Pardner grew from being a personal loan scheme for its eight members to representing something the whole community would benefit from.


Bigsy was Dimples’ husband and it was Dimples who bagged the first draw back in 1963. When, three days after they’d decided to start the Pardner, Miss Hortense had brought an envelope with forty pounds in cash to her door, no words were necessary. A person could reveal a great deal about themselves to Miss Hortense without uttering a single word. She believed that everything you wanted to know about a person was written in the body. All the secrets were there to behold, if you only took time to decipher the signals and opened your eyes wide enough to look. It was in their clothes and how they were worn, in the smell that lingered, in the way a person held themselves; if they leaned slightly to the left, it could be because there was pain coming from the right; it was in the pallor and condition of the skin, the way that they breathed, shallow or deep. Miss Hortense was an expert in all these things because of her nursing. She could tell you whether a person was hiding something even before they themselves were aware of the thing they were hiding; and nine times out of ten, she was right. 


Dimples was a woman who was homesick. You could tell that by the yellow-ochre green that rested just below the surface of her light brown skin and the runny nose that she had even in summer; the way that her cardigan constantly slipped from her left shoulder, as if there were no point in pulling it back up properly; the water in her voice and her eyes which were dull, except for when she was talking about that little patch of land she and her husband were saving up for. 


‘You don’t know what this means, Miss Hortense.’ Dimples’ eyes in that moment were pools of light. ‘We going buy a plot of land in Stony Hill,’ she had said, holding on to Miss Hortense’s hands long after the envelope of cash had been passed between them. Her hands, despite the sickness for back home, were warm. Miss Hortense knew well and good what the Pardner meant. Patience, sacrifice and reward. But Dimples never did get her reward.


That was because, in August 1964, Dimples’ husband Bigsy, whose name on his passport said Livingston Turner, was killed. Dimples described it as a cold-blooded killing, and everyone else came to agree. 


Bigsy was an ordinary Jamaican man, a welder who lived on Fore Street and worked at the Metal Works Factory in Drews Lane. Before that he had lived in Lawrence Tavern in the Parish of St Andrew, Jamaica. He was a good man, with a good family, who lived a good life. Until his untimely death there was nothing remarkable about him, which for a black man in those days was a blessing. 


On Wednesday, 26th August, one of the hottest days of the year, he went to work at 7.30 a.m. and never returned home. He died aged thirty-five, in the backroom of the loading bay of the depot of Metal Works, the factory where he had worked for the past six years, never a day late, never a sore word, even when the company had dropped their standards in an attempt to save costs. The details of his passing were gruesome – the sleeve of his very well pressed overall got stuck in the machine they used to press the hinges. The ring finger, middle finger, whole wrist and shoulder all followed, and as the emergency stop button hadn’t worked for many months, his whole arm and most of the left side of his body joined them before the machine was eventually shut down at the mains. Metal Works said that it was Bigsy’s inexperience that had caused the accident. He didn’t, according to them, have the right qualifications. They didn’t add that no one in the factory had the so-called right qualifications either. But they did send some lovely flowers to Dimples expressing their greatest sympathy for her loss. With a very big full stop after the last ‘s’. They refused to engage in any further correspondence with her.


Overnight, the sickly yellow-ochre green of Dimples’ skin tone was replaced by a deep blue and she decided that, given the Metal Works Factory were trying to blame her husband for his own death, his funeral was going to be an eye opener: Bigsy was going to have an open casket. If Metal Works weren’t going to take responsibility for their own failures, then she was going to show them, and anybody else who cared to look, what their barbaric failures had caused.


Until the death of Bigsy, if a black person died in Bigglesweigh, it was the local undertaker’s, Thompson & Sons, that they were carted off to. The Thompson family had been in the undertaking business for at least half a century before Bigsy died. They were, according to them, top professionals in the field of dead people. They had never stepped out of the West Midlands, ‘didn’t fraternise with any person they didn’t trust including nignogs, didn’t want any of their daughters fraternising with nignogs and they certainly didn’t want any living nignogs living on their road’. Though they didn’t have any problem taking their money when they were dead. 


When the coffin was opened at the funeral, Dimples, who was standing next to it, fainted. Mr McKenzie, a toolmaker at the Metal Works Factory, had come to see Bigsy off and was in the viewing line to the side of the Thompson brothers. He overheard the youngest Thompson as he leaned over to the oldest Thompson and whispered, ‘Well, we can’t help it if they all look the bloody same.’ 


McKenzie was a good man, with a son of his own called Michael, who McKenzie had dreamt would one day be able to achieve much more than him. When he looked into the open coffin, he was so appalled by the disrespect shown to Bigsy and his family that he decided then and there that he would hand in his notice. 


Dimples fainted not because of how bad Bigsy looked in the coffin (she was the one who identified his body), but because it wasn’t Bigsy in the coffin at all. In fact, it wasn’t even a man. None of the funeral attendees had any idea who the old woman was. 


McKenzie decided that no longer would any member of his community need to rely on the services of bigots who couldn’t even give a decent black man a decent send-off. But how did a black toolmaker with no experience of undertaking start an undertaking business? You think the National Bank would lend to him? That’s how the Pardner Network of Bigglesweigh started all those years ago in the community investment business. 
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Black Cake Investigations




‘Hortense,’ said Blossom, easing off her shoes and elevating her left leg on the pouffe in Hortense’s living room.


‘Yes, Blossom.’


‘When we was at Constance’s house yesterday, you said that you was going show her something? What was the something you was going show her?’


Hortense reached across for her day handbag on the top of the coffee table. 


Miss Hortense had two handbags which she was very fond of. Both were soft black leather with a short handle to hold in the crook of her arm, with a large zipped pocket at the front and plenty of zipped pockets on the inside. The two bags were almost identical, except that one of them had a small piece of red ribbon tied onto the handle. The bag with the ribbon was her night bag. The one she reached for now didn’t have the ribbon.


Hortense rooted around in it, cussed her teeth, and emptied the contents of the bag one by one onto the coffee table: a bottle of Mackenzie’s Smelling Salts, a small bottle of rum, a hairpin and two credit cards (one marginally thicker than the other), an almost empty packet of cigarettes, the King James Version Bible, a hymn book, a cleaner’s dark blue tabard, a pair of knickers, a large yellow dusting cloth, a bottle of bleach, a name tag, a lanyard and a passport (the names on all three were different). She left the syringe, which contained 5 ml of succinylcholine, in the zipped pocket inside the bag, noting that the purse definitely wouldn’t be in that pocket and the sight of the needle would make Blossom queasy. Finally, she reached into the bag and pulled out her purse. She fished around in the purse, took out a five-pound note and showed Blossom.


‘Money?’ asked Blossom. 


‘You don’t see how dirty it is?’ said Hortense, holding it up to the light. The Queen’s face was all marked up and a chunk was missing from the side. 


‘Don’t all money dirty like that?’ asked Blossom. 


‘Oh no,’ said Hortense putting the note away. ‘Some money is much dirtier than others.’ She began repacking the items back into her handbag.


‘And what that got to do with Constance?’ asked Blossom.


‘The big black expensive car,’ said Hortense enigmatically, not looking up.


‘Oh,’ said Blossom. Sometimes she found it very hard to follow Hortense, so she didn’t bother to ask any more questions about that. Instead, she said, ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’


‘How would I know what you is thinking?’




‘Well, now Constance is dead, there isn’t anybody stopping you from getting back inna de Pardner. Pastor man – him couldn’t stop a clock.’


‘Oh no you don’t,’ replied Hortense. 


‘But—’ said Blossom, but Miss Hortense stopped her right there.


‘Mek me tell you something. Never again. Not in my lifetime,’ she said. ‘I know the Pardner may be short of members, but you just going haffy find somebody from somewhere else.’


Miss Hortense had in truth thought about it, but not in the way that Blossom was suggesting. The meeting with Constance Brown and Pastor Williams had reminded her of a time she couldn’t let herself forget. She hadn’t slept the whole night, and neither the Cerasee tea nor the smelling salts were helping. She took up the bottle of smelling salts now, waved it briefly under her nose and sniffed sharply.
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