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For Kate


‘The aim is to live lucidly in a world where dispersion is the rule.’

Albert Camus


PROLOGUE

He needed a refuge, a sanctuary, a place to save himself from himself. Things had become desperate. For months he had been looking for a way to escape his hellish existence. He came across it purely by chance, on the tube one night, on his way back to Bethnal Green from Ealing Broadway, a journey he sometimes had to make in times of drought. He noticed the pamphlet on the vacant seat next to him. Bored, he picked it up. It had ten or so poorly printed pages, loosely stapled. He scan-read the first page. Its contents were so depressing he scrunched the pamphlet into a ball and dropped it on the floor. The tube pulled into Bethnal Green station. Before getting off, he picked up the ball of paper and stuffed it into the pocket of his grubby jeans.

Two days later, sitting on a bench in Downs Park, he fished the pamphlet from his pocket. He unfolded it very carefully, taking time to smooth out the creases as best he could. He had forgotten how poorly printed it was. Here was his way out, he thought, when he had finished reading it, here was his chance at salvation. He had been thrown a lifeline. He had to grab hold of it. Fuck what Jeff thought. Or Brick and Gunhawk for that matter. Fuck what anyone else thought. He could not care less if he was seen as weak, as not being able to cope with the rigours of ghetto life. So what if he was seen as a victim, as a casualty, as someone needing, heaven forbid, help. He needed help, all right, and was no longer ashamed to admit it. Help that might have come from his family had they not washed their hands of him. In the eyes of his long-suffering mother and older brothers he may as well have been dead. This caused him no end of heartache – even junkies feel hurt when their own flesh and blood pretend not to notice them in the street.

Yet he was not dead. Somewhere beneath the rags and the grime and the stench, beneath the sack of brittle bones and the rotting skin, beneath the lies, the deceit and the self-loathing, somewhere beneath all of that his heart was still beating: faintly, erratically at times, but beating nonetheless. He was not quite in his grave yet. He wanted to live for some time to come, truth be told. All he needed to do was get away and fix himself, then come back as good as new, like a broken down TV returned from the menders.

The pamphlet listed various drug rehabilitation centres the length and breadth of the country. It gave addresses and telephone numbers. He ignored the ones outside London.

London it was, then. But which bit? He could not go south. He had ripped off too many dealers that side of the river. North London was out of the question for the same reason. So, since he lived in east London, he made the only decision he could: he upped sticks and headed west.


Part One


1

Notting Hill Gate. Spring 1989. Gabriel had just got off the tube. He was scared. This was unknown territory for him. Literally and figuratively. He chastised himself for his cowardice. He told himself to stop acting like a pussy. After all, he was only attending an interview. How difficult could it be? Being interrogated by Hackney police, now that was difficult. This little chat, by comparison, should be as easy as blinking. But he was scared. He could no more escape that fact than he could his own shadow.

He got lost. He was forced to seek directions from an English Rose. She eyed him warily, clutching her handbag. In a sloaney voice she pointed him on the right path, after which she gave him a plastic smile before hurrying off. He ogled her for a second or two while she strode purposefully away from him. Not a bad arse, he thought. For a white girl.

Walking along, he became convinced that everyone was watching him. Paranoia. He ended up in a very smart street. Huge Victorian mansions. Pastel paintwork. Window boxes. Not that he had a clear view of the houses. They were partially obscured by tall trees which lined both sides of the street, their canopies overlapping and casting a cool shadow from one end of the street to the other. As for the blossom, he had never seen so much of the stuff in his life. It covered everything. Road. Pavement. The parked Volvos and BMWs. Like freshly fallen snow.

Yes, he thought. This was a picture postcard of a street. The folk living there were not needy. What a world away from litter-strewn Hackney. But surely he was in the wrong street. Rehab? he thought. There? The toffs would not have it. Not on their doorstep. There would have been an outcry. Petitions drawn up. The local MP badgered to distraction. He mentally berated the English Rose for daring to give him wrong directions. Still, having come all that way, he thought he may as well be a hundred per cent sure he was in the wrong street.

He felt so self-conscious, he almost crept up to the front door of the five-storey house. He rang the doorbell tentatively. He had a longish wait. He half expected the police to arrive and cart him off as a would-be burglar. He imagined the phone call being made to the local police station by one of the residents. ‘Could you send someone round right away? There’s a rather scrawny-looking black youth loitering with intent.’ ‘OK, madam. Could you give us a more detailed description of him?’ ‘Why, yes. He’s tall, over six feet, I’d say. You can’t miss him. He’s wearing one of those baseball caps turned back to front.’ His heart raced at the thought. He was about to run off when a man answered the door. He had lank, grey, matted dreads, sported a goatee, and was wearing soiled dungarees and hand-painted DMs: yellow ones. He looked no older than twenty-one. Gabriel sized him up. Who was this person? he wondered. He seemed so incongruous amidst the splendour of the surroundings that Gabriel took him to be a painter-and-decorator in for the day. So he was surprised when the man beamed widely and said: ‘You must be Gabriel.’

‘That’s right.’

‘I’m John. Come in. We thought you weren’t going to show.’

‘Yeah. Sorry ’bout that, man. Got a bit lost.’

‘Not to worry. Come on in.’

Gabriel followed him along a grey, linoed corridor, at the end of which was a cramped office whose walls were covered with anti-drugs posters. There were three other people in the office. John introduced them as Jo, Kevin and Marcia, his staff colleagues. The first two of this trio were, like John, rather shabby-looking: ill-fitting faded T-shirts, crumpled paint-stained jeans, grubby trainers. Marcia looked altogether more striking. There was a gothic quality about her that bordered on ostentation. She had extremely pale skin, almost translucent. This was offset by her jet-black hair, matt-black T-shirt and jeans, black-painted fingernails and toenails (her feet were bare). Her eyes, at odds with the rest of her appearance, were opaque blue. For the duration of the interview Gabriel kept stealing glances at them.

Jo offered to make tea. Everyone, including Gabriel, declined. Jo looked relieved. John lit a cigarette and chain-smoked throughout the interview.

‘So,’ he said. ‘How did you hear about the house?’

‘Read about it in a pamphlet.’

John nodded. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘Found it on the tube.’

‘Oh.’ Silence. Kevin scribbled some notes. John continued: ‘When did you last use, Gabriel?’

‘Over a week ago.’

This was not true. It had only been two days since he last used. He lied because he thought the truth might cost him a place in the house.

‘So you haven’t done a detox, then?’

‘A what?’

‘Doesn’t matter. You’ve been clean a week. That qualifies.’

‘Does it?’ asked Gabriel. He was already confused. Too much jargon. The staff exchanged knowing looks. Then Jo said: ‘Must have been tough for you.’

‘What?’

‘Staying clean for a week.’

‘Can say that again.’

‘How long have you been using?’

‘’Bout a year.’

‘Not that long, then.’

‘Long enough, believe me.’

‘And what makes you want to give up?’ asked John. He lit another cigarette.

‘Had enough, innit?’

‘For good or for now?’ asked Jo.

‘Can’t say, really.’

Silence, save the sound of Kevin scribbling.

‘Right, then,’ said John. ‘Let me tell you a little bit about the house, give you a bit of its history and what exactly it is we do here. OK?’

Gabriel shrugged indifferently and said: ‘Go for it, man.’

John could have been reading from some kind of promotional literature, so wooden was his tone. Indeed, months later Gabriel came across the official house booklet and realised that John had almost quoted it verbatim.

The house was a registered charity. It was part of an organisation called, inexplicably, The Denton House Association. One of two houses owned by said association, it had opened in 1980 and catered for drug misusers between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five.

‘Speaking of which,’ said John. ‘How old are you, Gabriel?’

‘Twenty-two.’

‘Oh, good.’

Policy was decided by a management committee which met once a month. The main objective of the house was to provide a ‘supportive environment’ for people looking to make the transition to a drug-free life. The residents, or addicts, were required to provide random urine samples. This, experience had shown, was the most effective way of ensuring a drug-free house. In addition, for the first month of their stay, residents were asked to confine themselves to the house. If they wished to go out they had to be escorted by a member of staff. After a month they were allowed out alone, but had to inform the staff of where they were going and when, approximately, they would be back. No resident was allowed out after midnight. As for the length of their overall stay, depending on individual needs, it could be anything from a few weeks to a couple of years. On a day-to-day level, there was no set programme as such. Instead, the residents had their progress monitored on a weekly basis. This took the form of an informal chat, one-to-one, either at the house, or, if the resident preferred, outside the house somewhere, ‘perhaps at a café’.

Gabriel’s eyes were glazing over. The information was coming at him too quickly. He did his best to concentrate.

By now John had moved on to detailing the residents’ progress, which he said was divided into three clear stages. One, the residents were helped to gain ‘emotional and physical strength’. Two, they were encouraged to pursue their own interests and to establish links with the outside community. Three, they were prepared for the time when they would have to leave the house. That about covered everything, except to say that the house had room for fourteen people: four staff, four ‘Support Group’ and six residents. Had Gabriel any questions?

‘Yeah. Support Group. Who are they?’

The four members of the Support Group had a specific and important role to play, John explained. They brought to the house a certain ‘normality’. They were not ex-users (neither were the staff). They had jobs outside the house. They were simply caring people who enjoyed communal living. Having them around meant – and this was crucial – that the house was not centred solely on the needs of the residents who, at all times, had to be discouraged from selfishness and self-obsession.

‘If you all live in the gaff,’ said Gabriel, ‘how come only the addicts are called residents?’

‘Good question,’ said John. He fingered his goatee then said: ‘All right. Let me ask you one. What would you prefer to be called, an addict or a resident?’

‘Call me what you like, man. So long as it ain’t nothing to do with the colour of my skin, na’am saying?’

John smiled, embarrassed. He felt the need to formally state the house’s anti-racism policy. An awkward silence followed, broken only by the scribble of Kevin’s pen. Marcia, more relaxed than her colleagues, winked covertly at Gabriel. The show of intimacy surprised him.

‘So you don’t mind being called an addict?’ asked Jo.

‘No. ’S what I am, innit?’

‘That’s interesting,’ said Jo. ‘We’ve never come across an addict who hadn’t preferred to be called a resident. They find the word carries less of a stigma and we tend to agree with that.’

‘Like I said. Call me what you like.’ Then to John: ‘I’d have to pay rent, right?’

‘Yes,’ said John. ‘But not you personally. You’d qualify for housing benefit.’

‘This samples bollocks. How you run it and shit?’

John was unsettled for a moment. Marcia sniggered. John gave her a frosty stare.

‘In each loo,’ said John eventually, ‘there’s a small cabinet with plastic bottles in it. When a sample’s been taken we write the resident’s name on it, plus the date and time it was taken, and by whom.’

‘Come again. Did you say by who?’

‘That’s right. The name of the staff member who took the sample.’

Gabriel frowned and said: ‘Shit! You mean you actually stand over them while they’re having a slash?’

‘Fraid so. It’s not ideal but it’s necessary.’

‘They don’t even do that down the dose clinic, man.’

John paused, thought about it, then said: ‘That’s probably because people who visit VD clinics have nothing to hide. Residents, on the other hand, quite often do. Usually it’s the fact that they’ve been using in the house. They’ve been known to water down their urine.’

Marcia rolled her eyes at Gabriel who said:

‘Well. S’pose you must know your shit.’

Silence. Kevin looked up from his notepad. John continued.

‘How domesticated would you say you were, Gabriel?’

‘Domesticated? Make me sound like a dog, bredren.’

He had used the word ‘bredren’ ironically, for he was talking to white people. Marcia had immediately grasped this, being a woman of the world. Her colleagues, however, looked at each other in brief confusion. Kevin, pausing from his note-taking, asked: ‘Is that some breed of dog?’

‘Can we get on, please?’ said John irritably. ‘Let me put it another way, Gabriel. If you were to move in, who do you think would do your cooking and cleaning?’

He knew what John was alluding to, so decided to play a game. He looked at Marcia and, smiling at her, said: ‘Dunno. Someone.’

‘Someone like who?’

‘Cook and cleaner?’

‘Not here, I’m afraid,’ said John. ‘The house is a commune in every sense of the word. Which means we all have to muck in. For instance, we take it in turns to cook and we each have a specific area of the house that we’re responsible for keeping clean. It’s all done on a rota basis. At the moment I’m on the downstairs loos. For my sins.’ He looked at his colleagues with mock sadness. Marcia stroked his knee comfortingly.

‘There, there, pet,’ she teased.

‘Right,’ said Gabriel, trying not to look at Marcia, trying not to laugh. ‘A commune. I’m with you now.’

‘So,’ said John. ‘Think you could cope with that?’

Gabriel was not sure he could, but he still replied: ‘Course. No probs, man.’ He looked at Marcia. She shook her head at him, as if to say ‘liar’.

‘Good. Well, unless you have any more questions for us,’ Gabriel shook his head, ‘I think this would be a good point to end the interview. If you’d like to wait in the front room for a bit, we’ll have a little chat amongst ourselves then let you know what we decide. OK?’

‘Cool,’ said Gabriel, rising and stretching. John also stood up. He opened the office door. As he did so the smoke that had been trapped in the office went rushing down the corridor like a demented genie. John pointed Gabriel towards the front room, which was back along the corridor near the front door.

‘Shan’t be long,’ he said. ‘The kitchen’s downstairs if you fancy a cuppa.’

‘I’m safe, man,’ said Gabriel, before heading off down the corridor.

There was someone in the front room when he got there, a boy, aged eighteen or nineteen. He was lounging on one of two sofas in the room, reading a battered copy of Viz. His face was excessively pockmarked. A heroin addict, Gabriel assumed. He had seen enough of them in his life to know. The boy introduced himself as Jack. Gabriel had barely stated his own name before Jack had launched into his life story.

Originally from the Old Kent Road, Jack had already spent a good deal of his youth in one rehab after another. At twelve he had run away from home because his mother was unable to stay out of his room at night. He had ended up in care, then foster homes, before finally being adopted. More abuse had followed, this time of a violent nature and at the hands of his adoptive father who thought he was a ‘fucking punching bag’. He had run away again, deciding to ignore the authorities and take his chances on the streets. The next couple of years were spent living rough, which made him vulnerable to every ‘lizard’ who sought to exploit young destitutes. Inevitably he had ended up on the game ‘for money’, on drugs ‘for relief’ and finally as a junkie ‘for me troubles’.

While listening to this woeful tale, Gabriel felt as though his own upbringing, by comparison, had been positively cosseted. He was about to flee the house when John put his head round the door.

‘OK, Gabriel. If you would like to come back in now.’

He was offered a place in the house and moved in the following day.

It was no coincidence that he was asked to move in the day after his interview. Tuesday was the day of the weekly house meeting, which had to be attended by every member of the household. Gabriel was paraded around like a prize pony. He became embarrassed, for two reasons. Firstly because he was welcomed with a round of applause; and secondly because, including himself, there were ten people in the front room that evening, and his was the only black face amongst them. In a desperate attempt to remove himself from the spotlight, he went and sat on a pouf by the huge bay window.

The air was thick with smoke, mostly John’s. Tea and biscuits were on a small coffee table in the centre of the room. In one corner sparsely filled bookshelves had been built into the pastel-pink wall. Below these shelves were miscellaneous, nondescript items: coverless magazines, dusty old footwear, board-games. There was a large TV near the door, set on a four-wheeled trolley, beneath which, flat on the grey, industrial carpet, lay a video recorder. Framed black-and-white photographs, sea-scapes in the main, hung on all four walls, reminding Gabriel of a ticket agency, or a West End restaurant.

John presided over the meeting. He sat on the floor, crossed-legged, with a sheet of paper in one hand (the typed agenda) and a cigarette in the other. His staff colleagues were sitting to his left, bunched up on one of the two sofas. To his right, on the other sofa, sat a sombre-looking quartet who had been introduced to Gabriel as Marilene, Antony, Claire and Christopher. He had assumed their collective age to be roughly one hundred and twenty, and had divided the figure between them evenly. They were the Support Group he had been told about. Jack was sitting next to them, on a threadbare armchair, his face buried in the same copy of Viz he had been reading the previous day. For the second time in as many days, Gabriel felt like walking out.

John called the meeting to order. He had to shout to be heard above the din.

Item one on the agenda: crisis in the house. The lab had returned a positive urine sample which, they claimed, showed definite traces of opiate. Jack had been spoken to earlier that day and had been given another chance. His last. Silence. Everyone looked at Jack. He did not once look up from his comic. Gabriel felt for him.

Item two: divisions in the house. The staff felt that the house, over the last couple of months, had lost its ‘communal feel’. Suggestions were invited as to the best way to recapture that ‘essence of togetherness’. Mute response. John waded in with a list of recommendations he and his colleagues had compiled earlier that day. Namely, A: they should all make a greater effort to spend some time together after evening meals. B: not naming any names, one or two people should seriously look at their tendency to shut themselves in their rooms for hours on end. C: the cult of exclusive friendships had to stop. D: no more petty squabbling. E: some sort of democratic system was needed with regard to watching TV.

Item three: visitors to the house. The staff wished to propose that all visitors be subjected to random urine sampling. This, John said, was only fair on the residents. The proposal was instantly and universally rubbished by the Support Group. Gabriel was amazed at how quickly they and the staff were at each other’s throats. The kernel of the Support Group’s opposition was this: any sampling of their guests would, they argued, constitute a gross infringement of their civil liberties. Ten minutes of shouting produced nothing but deadlock. Eventually, frustrated, the staff decided on an interim measure – the matter would be discussed again the following week when ‘people had had a chance to think about the implications of the proposal and could discuss it in a less emotive fashion’. Based on what he had just witnessed, Gabriel did not hold out much hope of that happening.

Item four: any other business. No one had anything to contribute so John hurriedly drew the meeting to a close. The Support Group fled as one, quickly followed by Jack. The staff repaired to the office. So much, thought Gabriel, for that ‘essence of togetherness’.

He went up to his room on the top floor. Breathless, he sat on the edge of his bed and proceeded to unpack his meagre belongings. And they were meagre. Three dozen or so super-hero comics, half a dozen boxes of Subbuteo football teams, a letter his father had written to him ages ago, a few raggedy items of clothing. Once he had finished unpacking he let his eyes wander round the room. A bare light bulb dangling from the ceiling, a sink in a corner with a mirrored cabinet above it, a metal waste-paper bin on the floor next to these, and, near the window, a small rickety old table and a small rickety old chair. The room, he decided, resembled a prison cell. To make sure he was not actually locked up, he went over to the window and looked down onto the road. Nothing to see there either. Parked cars, the yellow glow of street lamps, trees. He wanted to cry but found he couldn’t.

He went back over to the bed and lay on it. Staring at the stained white ceiling, images of his recent past began forming inside his head and he suddenly felt an overwhelming desire to talk to someone, to unburden himself, to confess. Not that he was about to rush downstairs and bare his soul to the first person he happened across. He was far too secretive for that. And, to his mind, for good reason. He knew there were dark forces at work in the world, agents of the Beast who came in many guises; as friends, lovers, family, even. In short, no one but no one could be trusted. Besides, whatever positive changes he was about to make to his life, he and he alone wanted to take the credit for them. He had not come to the house seeking advice on how to live his life, was not looking to be taken by the hand and led in any particular direction. He had had enough of people trying to lead him. It was time he started thinking for himself, time he determined his own fate. All he needed was the right environment in which to start the process.

It was gone three in the afternoon when he finally woke up the next day. He had a perfunctory shower in the communal bathroom adjacent to his room, dressed in the bathroom, then went down to the kitchen in the basement.

It was a huge, light kitchen. The ceiling and walls were painted buttercup yellow. So, too, were the fitted Formica wall and floor cupboards. A very long table (pine-legs, chip-board top) dominated the centre of the cream-coloured, linoleum floor. It had about twenty chairs made from various materials positioned around it.

It would be a while before he developed an appetite for breakfast more substantial than the tea and toast he ate seated at the long table, staring dreamily out of the burglar-barred window at the disembodied legs of passers-by. He finished his breakfast then washed up his mug and plate, in accordance with the note he saw stuck to one of the wall cupboards. Then he went upstairs to have a cigarette, once more in accordance with another note he saw stuck to yet another wall cupboard, this one outlawing smoking in the kitchen.

When he got to the front room, he was not surprised to see Jack sprawled out on one of the sofas, smoking and reading his copy of Viz.

‘All right, mate?’ said Jack. ‘Didn’t hear you come in.’

‘Gathered that, hombre.’

Jack put the comic on the floor and sat up. Gabriel prepared to have his ears talked off.

‘What’s the coup?’ asked Jack.

‘Just slid out the pit, man.’

‘You’re lucky, mate. They got me outta bed at ten. Didn’t bother you, though. First day and all that. Be different tomorrow. You watch.’

What new development was this? Gabriel wondered. Out of bed by ten? Surely not.

‘Yeah, mate,’ said Jack. ‘Diabolical, innit? Every fucking morning without fail. Bang, bang, bang on my door. “Get up, Jack. It’s ten o’clock.”’

‘Why, for fuck’s sake?’

‘Dunno, mate. Some bollocks about “structuring” your day. S’pose they want us to get up and do stuff. Fuck knows what, though.’

‘So how d’you pass the time and shit?’

‘It’s ’ard. Mostly I’m in ’ere. Every now and again I go for a stroll down the Bella, but that’s about it.’

‘Sounds boring, man.’

‘Boring ain’t the word, mate. Honestly, don’t think I’ve watched so much telly in me life. Must have read that thing’ – he pointed to the comic on the floor – ‘about fifty million times. I’m seriously thinking about checking into Phoenix House. At least there’s people to talk to there.’

‘Phoenix House?’

Jack explained. Phoenix House was legendary in the field of drug rehabilitation, renowned less for its record of achievement and more for its obstinate belief in, and aggressive adherence to, group therapy. There, the residents were encouraged to express themselves, which, roughly translated, meant they spent a lot of time running around screaming at each other supposedly in the hope of ‘getting in touch with their feelings’. Jack had had two stints there, leaving on both occasions because of the sheer intensity of the place.

‘Sound’s fucking grim,’ said Gabriel.

‘It is. But at least it ain’t dull. Not like ’ere. Wouldn’t be so bad if there was people to talk to, but there’s never anyone around.’

‘That’s a point. Where the fuck is everyone, man? Place was ram-jam last night.’

‘Support Group are out working.’

‘Oh yeah.’

‘Jo’s on holiday. Left this morning.’ He mimicked a posh accent, said, ‘Lake District, don’t you know?’ then resumed his cockney falsetto. ‘John and Kevin went out around midday. Took the piss samples off to St Thomas’s. Marcia’s in the office. Probably having a wank.’ He chuckled.

At that precise moment Marcia walked into the room. Jack’s face straightened, like a child caught in some wrong-doing.

‘Hiya,’ said Marcia to Gabriel. ‘Sleep well, did we?’ Gabriel nodded. Jack picked up his comic and swung his feet up onto the sofa. ‘So,’ said Marcia. ‘Have you had something to eat?’

‘Yeah,’ said Gabriel.

‘Feel up to giving a sample?’

Gabriel did a double take.

‘What, now?’ he said. ‘You mean like this minute?’

Jack cocked his ear.

‘If you feel up to it,’ said Marcia. ‘Otherwise we can do it later.’

‘No, no,’ said Gabriel. ‘I’ll have a go. Might as well get it out the way, na’am saying?’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Marcia, condescendingly. ‘Follow me.’

They walked along the corridor in silence, like two people about to do something heroic and death-defying and for which the only suitable preparation was a stoic, silent, focusing of the mind.

Next to the office was a small loo. They entered it and Marcia locked the door after them. It was very cramped inside. Both felt ill-at-ease being in such close proximity to one another. Marcia used a key from the many on a bunch she was carrying to open the small metal wall-cabinet. From this she took out a plastic bottle the shape if not quite the length of a tennis ball canister.

‘Here we are,’ she said, handing the bottle to Gabriel. She then took a step backwards to be nearer the door, so that Gabriel, with his back turned to her, could urinate into the bottle with at least a token privacy.

Gabriel unzipped his flies, pulled out his penis, poked it awkwardly into the bottle neck, then tried hard to relax his bladder. A few seconds later the first trickling of urine ran silently and unspectacularly down the inside of the bottle. He and Marcia then waited for the torrent, the one for the feel and sight, the other for the sound. It never came, and seconds later, with only a tiny fraction of the bottle filled, the trickling dried up. Gabriel shook his penis dry, put it back into his jeans, zipped up his flies, then turned and faced Marcia and handed her the bottle.

‘Hmmm,’ said Marcia. She held the bottle up and inspected the quantity of urine. ‘Not a lot, is it?’

‘Nah it ain’t,’ said Gabriel, disappointed. He felt like someone who had been told by his GP he had a low sperm count.

‘Not to worry,’ said Marcia, as if to cheer him up. ‘It’s enough. But I think next time we’ll wait till you really feel like going. OK?’

Gabriel grimaced. Marcia labelled the bottle and put it back in the cabinet, which she locked. She waited for Gabriel to finish at the sink, washed her own hands, then the two of them went back to the front room.

As soon as they entered it Marcia picked up from the coffee table that week’s copy of Time Out. Standing in the centre of the room, she began paging through it absent-mindedly.

Gabriel studied her for a minute, noticing suddenly what a big woman she was: big bones, broad shoulders, five-feet-ten at least.

‘Marcia,’ he said.

‘Yes, Gabriel,’ Marcia replied instantly.

‘Ain’t disturbing you or nothing, am I?’

‘No, no. What’s up?’

Gabriel looked across at Jack (who was still on the sofa reading his comic) and was suddenly nervous.

‘Well, don’t take this the wrong way or nothing, it’s just that I was sitting here wondering and I thought I might as well ask . . .’

‘Yeeeees,’ said Marcia warily.

‘Well, what I wanna know is . . . you anaemic or something?’

Marcia smiled and said: ‘What a funny question. Why do you ask?’

‘’Cause you’re so pale you look like a corpse,’ Jack suddenly interrupted. He looked at Gabriel for support, chuckling. Gabriel stuttered.

‘You’re not exactly flushed with colour yourself, you know, Jack?’ said Marcia. She shook her head and looked across at Gabriel. To her surprise, he seemed embarrassed. After a few seconds silence she said: ‘Come on, Gabriel, let’s you and me go for a coffee. We need to have a chat.’

They went to a cafe on Westbourne Grove. Gabriel had tea and lemon cheesecake. Marcia cappuccino and chocolate gateau. Apart from themselves and an old man in a linen suit who was sipping an espresso and reading a folded copy of the Telegraph, the place was empty. And quiet, except for the sound of the pretty Yugoslavian (the sole member of staff) busying herself behind the counter: dusting ashtrays, wiping down the coffee machine, rearranging the cakes in the display cabinet. Gabriel was sure she fancied him, for she kept looking at him and smiling. He smiled back at her over Marcia’s shoulder.

Initially, conversation was difficult. Despite Marcia’s probing questions, Gabriel was too vague and at times deliberately evasive. It soon became clear to him that Marcia’s sole reason for taking him out was to get him to talk about his life. She was working.

Marcia was equally tight-lipped about herself, though this was due more to Gabriel’s seeming lack of interest than any wilful circumspection on her part.

However, things improved dramatically when Gabriel, simply to puncture one of the many uneasy silences, said almost casually: ‘So how’d you get into this game, then?’ Marcia’s response was fulsome to say the least. She told Gabriel a frank, rambling tale of the circuitous journey she had made to arrive at her present situation.

She had only been at the house a year. Contrary to what Gabriel might have assumed, she was not, like her three staff colleagues, your archetypal middle-class kid. In fact her background could not have been more ordinary and working class.

Originally from Dudley, she left school – ‘a dull, totally uninspiring comprehensive’ – at sixteen, clutching a handful of CSEs of largely mediocre grades. ‘Except for art,’ she said. ‘It’s the one thing I showed aptitude for.’ A year passed. During that time she signed on and began experimenting with sex and soft drugs. Her parents (he a postman, she a school dinner lady) became concerned about her lack of direction. They lectured her constantly. In the end she could take no more and moved out.

For a while she stayed with friends, sponging off them as well as the State, but her pride would not allow her to live that way indefinitely so she got a job waitressing. This enabled her to rent a ‘box’ of her own. Far from being happy at her new-found independence, which is what she had hoped for, she quickly became downhearted at the sheer drudgery of working away her nights and sleeping away her days. To lift her spirits she decided on a change of scene. She left her job, vacated her flat and moved to London. She was all of eighteen.

She found life in London harsh and the people unfriendly, yet she was determined to make a go of things. The alternative (moving back to Dudley with her tail between her legs) was simply out of the question.

Following a spell of living rough, she got work as a barmaid in a Soho pub. It was not long before she was sleeping with the customers. One of them, a middle-aged woman who lectured in American Studies at North London Polytechnic, encouraged her to further her education. Which she did, after a fashion, since it was her artistic education and not her academic one to which she returned.

In the absence of a portfolio of work, she talked her way into one of London’s ‘lesser’ art colleges, enrolling for three years. Inside a year she dropped out to hitch-hike across Europe, on her own, to ‘find herself’, not because she felt especially lost, but because it was the in thing to do.

Eventually she returned to London, having been away the best part of a year. She found work hard to come by. Britain was in the depths of recession. For the second time in her life she was forced to sign on. She did this for six months, attending scores of job interviews in that time. Towards the end of this period, she thought seriously about going home. Then, out of the blue, courtesy of a contact she had made while sleeping rough, she got a job as a live-in residential care worker at a homeless hostel in Earls Court.

In terms of prestige, her job-title far outstripped her actual duties, which consisted of nothing more than turning keys, cooking and serving food, and lending a sympathetic ear to the down-and-outs. Having been herself a down-and-out, they were not duties she found difficult.

If there was one aspect of the job she hated, it was the location of the hostel. She found Earls Court seedy in the extreme and longed to move. Eventually, she found a similar post in a better area of London, hence her current job.

Most of what Gabriel heard went in one ear and out the other. The only piece of information that lodged was Marcia’s off-hand reference to her lesbian fling. This had shocked him, which was precisely what Marcia had intended. When she had finished Gabriel could not help but ask: ‘You a lesbian, then?’

‘Would it bother you if I was?’

‘No,’ Gabriel lied.

‘So why ask?’

He had never met a real live lesbian before. She had not claimed to be one. But did she not just say . . . The fact that she slept with a woman once did not, per se, make her a lesbian. What was she saying, that she liked men as well? On the whole she preferred them. Then why had she slept with a woman? It was an itch she had to scratch – why, was he honestly trying to tell her that he had never felt sexual longing for another man? Never in his life – the very idea! So he was homophobic? What was that when it was at home? Did he not like homosexuals? He had nothing against them.

‘Some of your best friends are gay, right?’

‘No!’

‘I was only joking.’

‘Honestly, got nothing against them. So long as they keep their business outta my face, na’am saying?’

She asked him where his parents were from.

‘Parent. Dunno my dad. My mum’s from Jamaica. Why?’

When did his mother come to this country?

‘Late fifties. Early sixties. Ain’t too sure.’

Did his mother ever talk about that time?

‘What you getting at?’

‘I was just thinking that she probably experienced a lot of racism when she first got here. There was a lot of it about, apparently.’

‘Yeah? And?’

‘What’s your mum’s name?’

‘Lucille.’

‘Nice name. All right. Picture this. Lucille’s just arrived here from Jamaica. She doesn’t know a soul. She moves in next door to a white family. One day she decides to go and introduce herself, perfectly normal neighbourly behaviour, or at least it was then, so we’re led to believe. Anyway, she knocks on her neighbours’ door, perhaps even bearing a gift. One of the family opens the door, let’s say the man of the house, for want of a more PC phrase. He opens the door and sees Lucille standing there with a smile on her face and friendliness in her heart. What do you imagine he says to her?’

‘Dunno. Get lost?’

‘Oh no. Nothing as direct as that. He gets all mealy mouthed. He stares Lucille in the eye, smiling the whole time, and says, “Listen. I’ve got nothing against your sort but . . . well . . . I’d appreciate it if you didn’t come round here again. No offence, honestly.” Sound familiar?’

Gabriel was having none of it.

‘Gimme a break,’ he said. ‘Ain’t the same thing, is it?’

‘It’s exactly the same thing. Bigotry is what it is. It might come in many guises but it’s still bigotry.’

Gabriel shook his head and smiled sourly.

‘Yeah, well,’ he said. ‘Say what you want, but some things are hard to accept, you get me?’

‘Even harder when you don’t try. Hitler killed six million Jews for that very reason.’

‘Look. Mind if we blow this gaff?’

‘Do what?’

‘Can we go?’

‘You all right?’

‘Safe as houses. Can we make some tracks now?’

‘OK. I’ll just go and pay.’

She stood up and headed towards the counter. Gabriel went outside to wait for her.

They walked back towards the house in silence. It was clear to Marcia that Gabriel was sulking. Just as clear to her was why he was sulking. She had put him in his place and he had not liked it one bit. This had pleased her. For if, as she hoped, they were to get on, then he would need to be careful not to ride roughshod over her liberal sensibilities. She liked him, yes, but that did not mean she was going to close her eyes to his shortcomings, which, provided he stayed at the house long enough, she hoped to rid him of, as though she were a faith healer and he a disease-ridden unfortunate. He had potential. Of that there was no doubt in her mind. She would do her best to help him realise it.

For his part, Gabriel was not sure he could ever get on with Marcia. Discounting his mother, he was not used to having his opinions challenged by women. Least of all by white women. Still further, it was the way Marcia had challenged him which had upset him so much. She had dismantled his argument with a smile. Lacking a similar cunning, he had been forced into a moody, frustrated silence.
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