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Dedicated to my dad


who has truly lived by his favourite saying:


Triumph over adversity


And to my mentor, Ted Devlin,


who taught me that in times of success,


humility is our best friend


True teachings last forever










PROLOGUE


It is a sign of how far we have travelled that just to repeat the terms that were common parlance to anyone growing up in Britain in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s requires this precursory note. Why repeat those terms, so offensive now: racist, homophobic, sexist and downright insensitive? Why? Well, because we have to be honest about where we have been if we are to adequately chart the next stage of our journey.


It is beyond the remit of this little prologue to explain how these terms were normalised, why, and by whom. But, hopefully, by pointing out that they were, and by showing how such a world shaped dangerous tenets in our collective and individual consciousnesses, I will contribute something meaningful to the conversation on where we are going.


I had to do something.


Something had to happen.


Ashleigh Nugent


August 2022









. . . contradiction is a ruling principle of the Universe. And everything in phenomena, whether it’s the physical world or the biological world or the social world, has its internal contradiction that gives motive to things – that internal strain.


Dr Huey P. Newton, Co-founder of the Black Panther Party, in an interview with William Buckley














PART 1


Gifts









SOMETHING HAD TO HAPPEN.


Loads of things had happened to my cousin Increase. Nothing ever happened to me.


‘Well, we will be in Jamaica in just over ten uncomfortable hours,’ said Increase looking at his watch as we walked through Departures, Terminal 2, Manchester Airport. ‘This should be great,’ he said, exaggerating a toothy grin at me, ‘apart from all the niggers, of course.’


He said it loudly enough that the two big Black girls walking in front of us could definitely hear.


I wondered what they must have thought.


It was Friday the 16th of July, 1993; fifteen days before my seventeenth birthday.


1993 was the year that Spike Lee asked me where I came from on ‘Malcolm X’ and Snoop Doggy Dogg bow-wow-wowed the world in ‘Dre Day’. Black people were popping up all over the place. There was a time when the only person on telly that everyone in school could say that I looked just like was Trevor McDonald. By the time 1993 came around, I’d been told I that looked like Frank Bruno, I’d been accused of looking like Andi Peters, and once someone even said I looked exactly like Mr Motivator.


I thought Joe Shirley was genuinely trying to be nice when he’d said, ‘Don’t worry about it, Aeon. You don’t look nothing like Mr Motivator.’ But he went on, ‘You’re not even a proper Black. You’re like more like that other fella . . . ah, what’s his name?’ His eyes lit up: ‘Gary Wilmot,’ he chuckled.


Gary fucking Wilmot!


1993 was the year that Stephen Lawrence got murdered by racists, and I became an angry Black lad with a ‘chip on his shoulder’.


Mum and Dad were at a ‘function’ the night I heard about Stephen Lawrence. So I took Dad’s Ford Granada and drove around Huyton playing my N.W.A. tape, Niggaz4Life, at top volume – ‘Real Niggaz Don’t Die’ – snarling at gangs of White lads like I’d fuck them all up. On my own.


‘I can’t believe you’ve talked me into going to Jamaica,’ said Increase. I stared out the window of the Boeing 737 at the clouds billowing up into white empires over the Atlantic Ocean. I hadn’t talked him into anything. He’d invited himself.


My favourite primary school teacher, Miss Elwyn, used to tell me that a hero’s journey always starts with the hero having to leave home and go off on a mission, a quest, an adventure. At first, though, the hero doesn’t wanna go. Like Sarah Connor or John Rambo. They never wanted any shit, did they? But the ‘other’ brought it to them: ‘They’ sent The Terminator. ‘They’ drew First Blood. Forced the issue. And now it was Increase saying that he didn’t wanna go to Jamaica.


Increase was trying to write himself in as the hero of the story.


And this was supposed to be my story.


‘Jamaicans perform worse than Whites in just about every endeavour,’ said Increase, ‘apart from running and rapping and . . . pimping.’


I stared at a tower of clouds; tried to make it crumble with my mind.


‘No Black person has ever created anything of epoch-making significance.’


What’s an epock?


‘Who invented steam engines and aeroplanes, telephones and the atomic bomb, Aeon?’


How would I know?


‘White men! Why do Jamaicans perform worse in academia than any other demographic in Britain?’


What’s a demog . . . ?


‘Why do we have the lowest-paid jobs; I mean, how many Jamaican doctors or lawyers do you know?’


The way Increase looked at me when he was ranting this shit; as if he thought it was all, somehow, my fault. What could I do? I just shook my head and went a bit red in the face.


‘Why do Blacks have the highest levels of recidivism, higher levels of domestic violence, the most single-parent families – where the fuck are our fathers, Aeon?’


Mine was probably at work. His was dead. Maybe he was right?


I needed a retort.


Maybe I should have read some books; books about slavery and stuff. I reckoned that stuff was probably to blame for all this stuff. Problem was, most of what I knew about slavery came from Bob Marley songs, and, even then, I didn’t really understand what they were on about. And there was that song we used to sing in Miss Elwyn’s class:


‘Oh Lordy, pick a bail o’ cotton


Oh Lordy, pick a bail a day


Up, down, turn around, pick a bail o’ cotton


Up, down, turn around . . .’


And that was it. That was pretty much the extent of my knowledge on the Transatlantic Slave Trade after eleven years in Searbank schools, and Increase knew it.


Suffice to say, there was no way I was gonna attempt to argue with Increase. Especially not here, now, with those two big Black girls sat in the seats directly in front of us, and him just dying to make me look like a tit.


A new tower of clouds took shape underneath us.


Something had to happen.


And as we stepped off that plane in Montego Bay, and my black Adidas shell suit puffed up like a mushroom cloud in the hot breeze, I knew what it was.


Sort of.
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‘What is you carrying?’ said the customs guy, his voice a monotone drone.


‘Pardon?’ I said, a trickle of sweat escaping from underneath my woolly black Gio-Goi bobble hat.


‘What-is-you ca-rry-in?’ he said, enunciating each syllable as if I spoke a foreign tongue.


‘Er . . . just, er, clothes, like.’


He rolled his eyes and sucked his teeth – ‘Pttts!’ – as he unzipped my black and red Head bag.


‘Will you be visiting people in Jamaica?’ he asked as he rifled through my stuff. I wondered what he was looking for.


What would I be trying to smuggle into Jamaica?


He picked up a T-shirt with his fingertips and thumbs and sneered at it. It was my favourite new one. It had N.W.A. slashed red across the top, like fresh wounds hanging over a photograph of a shrouded body at some murder scene in South Central LA.


‘Family?’


‘Eh?’


‘Fam-il-ee? Will you be visiting family in Jamaica?’


‘Er, yeah, yeah. Family, like.’


That answer had him suddenly more upbeat for some reason.


‘So, what gifts do you have? For your faaamily.’


‘Erm.’


Increase was leaning over the next desk, touching the elbow of his inspector and grinning. He handed him something with a shady handshake, and the inspector gripped Increase’s elbow and laughed. Increase glanced over and winked at me.


‘Gifts,’ said my inspector. ‘What gifts do you have? For your family.’


‘Er, n- n- nothing, like.’


The inspector sucked his teeth an extra-long, loud time: ‘Ptttttssss, cho! You have no gifts.’
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Mum used to say that my hair was a gift; impossible to get a brush through but a gift all the same. Mum said that I had a double crown. She said that I had hair that had a mind of its own.


Some of the kids at school started calling me Wog Head.


At the time, I didn’t know what any of that meant.
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Increase waited in the shade as I lugged my black and red Head bag through the double doors, already drained.


Increase grinned: ‘You should’ve just given him something. “Gifts”,’ he said, copying the customs man. ‘These people all want something from you, Aeon. And remember what I told you: if you’re dealing with anyone in a position of authority on this backward island, you need to either have great charm and humour or, as in your case, you need to learn how to be obsequious. They all have designs on making you a supporter of torpidity, a patron of indolence – please give generously, hahaha,’ he laughed.


He’d lost me on that word: ob-seek-we-us?


I just stood there wobbling in the heat like the sea of tarmac rising and falling in front of my eyes.


A huge and enthusiastic bloke came bounding towards us. No one could rush under the weight of this sun, but this fella was giving it a good go. He handed off a competitor like Martin Offiah in slow-mo. ‘Welcome to Jamaica,’ he said as he landed before us. The high-pitched voice sounded wrong coming from this giant. Just imagine Mike Tyson but taller and camper, as a bell boy, with flamboyant wrists, in a threadbare waistcoat, and he’s called Jeremy.


‘Jeremy. Jeremy’s the name! Where are you from? Wait, wait, I can guess, I can guess. Erm, Canada? No, no, wait, wait . . . Holland? Not Holland, no, no.’ Jeremy would have made a very good medium – ‘England. London. London, England.’ – with a bit more practice.


‘May I?’ he asked, passing a hand over our bags.


Increase waved his hand to show that Jeremy could carry the bags to the taxi rank if he wanted to.


‘Irie. Come, come. Irie man. Welcome to Jamaica.’


We followed Jeremy to a blistering queue of decrepit cars, all the colour of a bygone paint job. Jeremy lifted the bags into the boot of a car.


The driver tied the boot shut with a shoelace. ‘Good British Hillman Hunter,’ said the driver.


I had no idea what that meant.


‘Two dollar, sir, two,’ said Jeremy holding out his hand.


I could feel Increase’s grin goading me, even through the back of his head as he turned away and got in the front seat.


I rummaged around in my JD Sports shoulder bag. I was too scared to take out the envelope with all my money in just in case Jeremy tried to rob me; which sounds stupid but you didn’t see many Black people back then. Not where I was from.


And I was too embarrassed to admit that I didn’t know what two dollars looked like. Which is stupid. I wasn’t from Jamaica and I’d never been to Jamaica. But I wished I was, or at least that I had. I was suffering from an attack of not-Jamaican-enough shame syndrome. I pulled out what felt like the biggest coin in my pocket and pressed it into Jeremy’s palm. He glared at the coin.


Thinking about it now, it looked like a 50 pence piece, which would have made it a Jamaican 50 cent coin. In 1993, the exchange rate was forty-three Jamaican dollars to one English pound. So that large coin, therefore, must have been worth, well, fuck all.


Jeremy huffed something under his breath as he walked away: ‘Bumberclaat!’ A word I’d never heard before, but was soon to become very familiar with.
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‘Welcome to Jamaica,’ smiled the driver. ‘Irie man. Where to?’


‘Peach’s Paradise Hotel, please,’ said Increase.


‘Peach’s Paradise.’ He lilted it up and down like a lyric. ‘No problem.’


We were barely out of the airport when the driver reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a fat little cone-shaped spliff.


‘Enjoy Jamaica,’ he said as he offered the spliff to Increase. ‘Local produce.’


Increase backed away from the spliff like it was something Princess Diana wouldn’t have shook hands with. He never used to refuse spliffs. It was Increase who’d introduced me to weed three years earlier. ‘No, thank you.’ And now this. ‘I don’t touch the stuff.’ This new Increase. ‘The Devil’s weed.’


What the fuck!


‘No true,’ said the driver. ‘De herb is a gift from God.’ His voice went up in pitch on the word ‘God’. ‘Behold,’ he said, paraphrasing God as quoted in the King James Version, ‘me has given you every herb bearing seed which is upon de face of all de earth. And God saw de tings him hath made and, behold, twas good. Mm-hmm, true.’


‘You can interpret a book any way you like,’ said Increase.


‘Now dat true,’ said the driver.


‘The weed is the great ambition-killer.’


‘Dat true too.’ The driver nodded grimly.


He turned to me and smiled: ‘You are too striving for a smoke too?’


Now, it seemed rude to say nothing. But to answer the question honestly would have been to concede a defeat in Increase’s favour. So I just said, ‘Thanks, mate,’ and took the spliff.


The driver passed me a packet of Peach’s Paradise matches, clearly enjoying the coincidence: ‘Peach’s Paradise. No problem. Make clear heat upon de herbs, dem. Irie man.’


I sucked and inhaled a mouth full of earth, tree, and ether. I eased the smoke out through my nose.


Increase grinned at the driver: ‘I have a foolproof plan to implement exponential growth in the Jamaican economy, reduce crime, and lower the mortality rate,’ he said.


‘Haha. How dat?’ said the driver, already amused.


‘You take half of the population of Jamaica and move them to Japan; then you replace them with a million Japanese people.’


‘Mm-hmm,’ mused the driver. ‘I think you is right, yunno? Dat plan would probably work.’ He exploded into laughter, rocking back and forth, slapping the top of his steering wheel.


‘The only downside would be the problematic rise in Japan’s crime rate.’


‘Haha.’


‘And in Japan’s mortality rate.’


‘Yeah man, dat also true, bredrin. De Japan man be in for a shock,’ he laughed.


‘And the Japanese woman too, brother.’


‘Too true, brother.’ The driver grabbed Increase’s thigh. ‘De Japan woman get a good old shock from de Yard man, eh-eh.’


How does he do that; charm people while insulting them?


I passed the spliff back to the driver. ‘Irie man,’ said the driver. ‘No problem. Enjoy Jamaica.’


Am I supposed to smoke the whole thing?


I sucked, inhaled, and eased the smoke out through my nose.


A spring in the back seat rubbed right in the middle of my sweat-drenched back as we wobbled along the potholed road.


And it was so hot.


The radio pumped out a deep and earthy sound that shook the seats and reverberated right to my heart.


BOOM – dum-dum, dum-dum, dum-dum, dum – BOOM, BOOM . . .


I sucked, inhaled, and eased the smoke out through my nose.


Sounds jabbed rhythmic whip cracks in the wrong place.


Suck, inhale, ease . . .


Dum-dum, dum-dum, dum-dum, dum – BOOM, BOOM . . .


And the high-pitched voice swelled over me:


‘The weak don’t follow the water


The weak don’t follow the water


The weak don’t follow the water


The weak don’t follow the signs . . .’


Dum-dum, dum-dum, dum-dum, dum – BOOM, BOOM . . .


The rumbling, rattling, and rolling motion of the motor melded with the music as I sucked and inhaled.


Then another voice, like no voice I’d ever heard before, roared over the music like a heartbroken lion-boy chanting:


‘De weak don’t follow de water or de signs


Johnny never know what him got, until it dies


Johnny didn’t do it love, but for de lies


De weak don’t follow de water or de signs . . .’


The engine rattled like no car I’d ever been in.


Why is it so hot?


Sweat ran down the inside of my leg.


My head hung to the left, and blood rushed in my ear like the sea in a shell.


I was getting a bit paranoid, so I decided I should finish the spliff before we arrived at—


‘Peach’s Paradise Hotel.’


What the fuck?


Suck, inhale, ease – stop. Slow down. Don’t get paranoid. This isn’t Searbank. No one cares about a spliff around here. Weed’s legal here. Isn’t it? Just act normal and get out the car.


But I couldn’t just act normal and get out the car because the door had no handle. It didn’t even have a window winder or any interior panelling.


And it was so fucking hot.


OK, just try to look normal – just smoking this spliff.


The driver’s door had a little latch, like the ones you get on a rabbit hutch. He lifted the latch, shook the door, cursed it, leaned back into Increase, and booted it till it dropped open. He got our bags out of the boot before shaking our doors open.


The heat rushed in.


Shit, it’s even hotter outside the car than in?


Increase headed off towards reception, leaving both bags by the car for me to carry.


‘Five dollar,’ said the driver. He held out his hand as I rustled a bunch of notes from the envelope in my JD Sports bag, found one that said five, and gave it to him.


‘Another five dollar,’ said the driver.


He wants paying again?


‘For de smoke.’


He wants me to pay him for the spliff? Five quid? For one spliff?


Increase was already in front of the reception area, grinning back at me like – You wanna deal with niggers, boy? Deal with that, nigger.


A billion unseen creatures rattled and croaked in the bushes behind me.


I slipped a large coin out of the envelope and held it out in front of me. The driver snatched it from my hand and sneered at it: ‘Bumberclaat.’


That word again.


‘Rassclaat teef.’


And some new ones.


I picked up the bags and headed off towards Increase.


‘Hotfoot!’ shouted the driver.


An old baldy bloke built like a bison got up from a green plastic garden chair facing the reception area and snarled at the driver. I had no idea who he was, but it seemed he served the role of protecting foreigners from angry locals.


The driver sounded almost tearful as I trotted off: ‘Rassclaat.’


My woolly black Gio-Goi bobble hat was heavy with sweat. Of all the new things I’d bought especially for this mission, the woolly black Gio-Goi bobble hat was the only one I’d dared to wear for the outward journey. But apparently, black gets hotter than white. It felt like I was wearing the sun on my head. I thought my face was gonna disintegrate into a cloud of vapour.


My heart thumped, pulling oxygen from my lungs, pumping adrenalin to my thighs.


My sweaty hands were losing their grip on the bags.


‘Bumber-rass fucking hotfoot teef.’ The cursing continued.


Increase stepped down to give me a hand up the steps leading up to reception. I shrugged him off, but he put his hand on my back. ‘“Hotfoot”.’ Increase mimicked the driver, giggling like a kid – he must have been stoned from the fumes. ‘Hotfoot? Fucking hotfoot?’


I tried to push him off again, but my body shuddered with a burst of uncontrollable laughter. I laughed so hard that my eyes pulsed and bulged out of my head, like Arnold Schwarzenegger in Total Recall. I laughed till I cried, and we collapsed into a quivering two-bodied heap on the hot stone steps before reception. Those same stone steps which, that very same night, would become the cold and comforting perfect place to die.
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The Jamaican cover version of Rod Stewart’s ‘Da Ya Think I’m Sexy’ was unlike anything I’d ever heard before. And worse. And it was that obvious omen of doom which was blurring up from the poolside bar into our room.


I unzipped my Head bag and considered unpacking my new image: tapered black corduroys; red, yellow, and green string vest; excessively long shorts; stupidly baggy jeans; a range of different coloured bandanas all patterned with the same paisley teardrops; a T-shirt with a picture of Malcolm X holding a big gun, the words ‘BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY’ written across the bottom.


It’s weird to think that I only got to wear most of the stuff in that Head bag once – or not at all.


‘We should take some pictures, for posterity,’ said Increase. He assumed a pose on the balcony: back straight, chin up, head slightly to one side. ‘Ah, wait.’ He reached under his plaid tank-top, pulled out a pair of round Armani glasses from the top pocket of his short-sleeved Ralph Lauren polo shirt, and smoothed them over his face. Increase had 20/20 vision. But Increase also had a new image, of which these stupid fucking specs were just another aspect, along with the chino pant-style shorts and tasselled brogues worn with Yves Saint Laurent socks – pulled all the way up (for fuck’s sake).


‘Hurry up,’ said Increase.


‘All right, la, I’m just getting the camera, like.’


He tried another pose, a mid-distance intellectual-type face, as he said, ‘You really need to stop talking in that ridiculous Scouse accent, Aeon. Especially if you expect to be taken seriously as a Black man. You’re in the woods now, nigger. You can’t talk to Jamaicans in that la-la voice, no one will understand a word you’re saying.’


How could I change my voice now? I’d spent years perfecting my Scouse accent. Searbank’s a small place. Perfecting the art of being someone you’re not is something to do.


‘Camera, nigger, come on,’ said Increase. ‘It’s in your hand luggage, Aeon. See, now that’s what the evil weed does to your brain: decimates brain cells, diminishing your short-term memory.’ He clicked his fingers to hurry me. ‘Camera, nigger, come on.’ He puffed up his chest and his biceps bulged through his short sleeves.


I wound on the disposable camera and quickly clicked in his direction.


‘Go on, I’ll take your picture now.’ He motioned for me to move onto the balcony. ‘You may as well get a memory of your first day at Nigger University.’


‘All right, in a sec, la. I just need to, er, thingy . . .’ I didn’t want my picture taken. But as it was unavoidable, I sloped off to the bathroom to do a few press-ups first, get a bit pumped. I was never gonna look like Increase, but I had to at least make an effort.
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The receptionist at Peach’s Paradise was the most beautiful Black woman I’d ever seen. You didn’t see Black women like that in those days. Increase’s mum was the only Black woman I had ever seen in Searbank. And the only Black women you saw on the telly when I was a kid were Floella Benjamin, Rustie Lee, and Moira Stuart. And no disrespect to any of them; but I’m just saying, this receptionist was well fit. Her long coffee-bean fingers pointed us in the direction of the tourist trail.


‘Turn left out of the hotel, and walk down the declivity.’


Declivity?


Her voice was dark and rich, like the lips in The Warriors movie, and her accent was a clipped Americany-posh-English that would swing for brief moments into Jamaican twang.


‘There you shall come to a roundabout. You must make sure that you always turn right at the roundabout. Do not go left.’


‘What will happen if we go there?’ said Increase.


Her hair was as all straight and shiny like the Timotei girl’s.


How does she do that?


She stroked some shiny loose strands behind her ear.


‘If you go left at the roundabout, that road will take you downtown. You do not want to go downtown – it is not a place for tourists.’


Why did she look at me when she said ‘tourists’?


‘You must turn right at the roundabout, and this road will take you to all of the local tourist attractions.’


Increase leaned over the counter slightly. ‘The road is like the sunrise, then:’ he said, ‘it gets brighter and brighter until the daylight comes.’


‘The road of the wicked, however, is as dark as night,’ she said. ‘They fall but cannot see over what they have stumbled.’


What the fuck are they on about?


She looked at me, all professional, and proceeded. ‘Turn right. Here you can visit Gloucester Avenue, locally known as the Hip Strip. You will find all of the tourist beaches along the Hip Strip. Be vigilant to avoid the first beach you pass because it is for local people only. Also along that road, you will find respectable tourist shops and many fine eateries. Just remember,’ she said, ‘do not go left.’ And then, in her strongest Jamaican accent yet: ‘Only go right.’
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Part way down the hill, we passed a market perched on an embankment that was a shortcut to the Hip Strip. A man popped up from the steps that led through the market and shouted to us: ‘Canada? America? You want to buy vest, hat, cane?’ I really did want to buy vest, hat, cane. They looked amazing; proper Black stuff, especially that cane. But I needed to get my confidence up before I could don any vest, hat, cane. For now, I was just trying to get comfortable in my new oversized baseball shorts.


As we approached the roundabout, a guy pointed at us and shouted, ‘Holland. Hey, Holland.’ And another guy waved at us and shouted, ‘New York.’


In the middle of the roundabout at the bottom of the hill stood a slick looking dude surrounded by some rough looking skinny women in boob tubes and super-short shorts. The dude was wearing a silver suit jacket and a pink shirt with the buttons open like Tubbs out of Miami Vice.


‘Hey, guys, I’m Randy,’ he said holding out his hand, ‘Randy Priest. Where you guys from?’


‘Liverpool,’ I said, shaking his hand. Searbank, of course, isn’t really Liverpool, but no one’s ever heard of Searbank. And besides, there’s something about saying Liverpool that gives you a sort of confidence, a kind of ‘so don’t fuck with me’ ticket.


‘Liverpool?’ he said. ‘John Barnes, The Beatles.’


I nodded.


Increase rolled his eyes and walked away.


‘Hey, you guys looking for girls today?’ said Randy.


‘Deep pits,’ said Increase heading leftward, ‘and wide wells.’


‘Ooh!’ said Randy. ‘That’s tough, tough Christian talk, man. But remember, brothers,’ he shouted after us as I followed Increase, ‘I am the priest at the roundabout, and my whole congregation is Christian. Maybe later,’ he shouted as we both headed leftward. ‘After a drink, maybe then you come see the priest for some guilty indulgences.’


So we’ve just turned left, haven’t we?


I didn’t know what Increase was thinking.


Has he noticed?


As for me, I was happy with it. I was in Jamaica to see my real home, my people, the place where I belonged, fuck ‘tourist attractions’ and ‘fine eateries’.


‘The hero must dare to cross the threshold,’ Miss Elwyn used to tell me.


The sun felt heavier once we’d crossed that threshold. It weighed down on my shoulders like a ship, but heavier. It was like the weight of a ship full of people, their shit and piss and blood and pain all weighing down on my shoulders.


The feeling reminded me of a dream I used to have. I’d be carrying matchsticks in my arms – all the matchsticks in the Universe. But I could manage the weight OK, until I wondered whether I could. Until I wondered whether I should be scared about the danger of being crushed under the weight of a whole Universe worth of matchsticks. What if lack of fear was more dangerous than fear itself? Then I’d force myself awake.


‘Hey, Germany,’ said some bloke as he walked past.


‘USA?’ asked another.


The painted plaster on the downtown shop fronts flaked. It had once been some bold and confident colours. Now the colours were all faded and defeated, like the skinny fawn patchwork of a mongrel dog that took a death stroll into the road. Fatalistic like the long, affected drone of the cop as he drove the car in slow motion and cursed the dog but didn’t swerve to miss it. Detached, like the way the dog ricocheted off the bumper and just hobbled on. Dangerous, like the eyes of the cop in the passenger seat, which, although concealed behind mirrored shades, seemed to be glaring at us, his antique British army issue rifle resting on the frame of his open window.


A car with no doors revved loudly but didn’t change speed.


A topless, skinny yet well defined shoeless old man fried a fish on a grill over a metal bin in the middle of the street while smoking weed. The smell of burning plastic, burning weed, and cooking fish was trapped in the street’s atmosphere by the weight of the hateful sun.


I thought about the weight of those matchsticks.


I wondered if I should turn back, abandon the mission.


I heard Miss Elwyn tell me: ‘Once our hero has crossed the threshold, there is no turning back. For now our hero has entered the world of the adventure.’


We walked on.


Music swelled through windows and doors and bounced off every wall.


People stared at us from the windows of slow cars, and from shops full of people standing around talking, laughing, not buying shit.


‘Canada?’ said one fella.


And someone said, ‘Africa.’


I became super-conscious of how I was walking – forgot how to walk naturally. I wanted to walk like the lads with one trouser leg rolled up. But right now, it felt like I was walking like Pinocchio – a marionette trying to be a real boy.


Someone shouted, ‘Hey, Chinaman.’


Chinaman?


A mad man wearing nothing but an off-white towel around his waist drew a symbol with his finger in the dust on a barber-shop window. The barber came out and slapped him across the back with the flat side of a machete. The sound cracked right across the street. We flinched. The mad man didn’t. He strolled on to the next shop and drew his symbol on the window with his finger.


Young men made of marble wore bandanas shaped as tilted crowns and eye patches.


Old ladies with stone faces wore bandanas with the knot tied at the front.


An old man with grey dreadlocks waved his right hand in the direction of his selection of string vests on display on a torn-up cardboard box partly propped against a wall. He opened his left hand to show the bud of weed that was also on sale.


A man’s dirty sandals slapped the conked-out concrete. He was wearing a pair of sagging old blue jeans with one leg rolled up. His T-shirt looked as old as him and it read:


IT’S A BLACK THING


MARCUS


MARTIN


MARLEY


MANDELA


AND ME


YOU WOULDN’T UNDERSTAND!


The sun didn’t lose any of its weight in the shadows of the shops.


A rustle of humans gathered in a doorway. Some of them were laughing, some pointing, some looking around nervously. Some of them just stared without expression at some limp thing in a doorway.


A man?


We’ve gone too far.


A woman with a half-melted face bumped into me without reacting, as if she didn’t feel the collision.


We came to a place where one-storey houses had bars on the windows and doors, like tiny prisons.


A lad with scars all over his body stood at his front door wearing nothing but baggy jeans and a gun. I tried not to look at him, but his primitive face, like a Neanderthal, and his tiny body, like some sort of pygmy, bothered me. Even in a passing glance I could see that there was no expression behind his eyes. It was the most unsettling face I’d ever seen.


There was a long wall along the road facing us. The wall had little shacks leaning against it made of corrugated zinc propped up on scraps of timber. People were hanging around outside the shacks, sitting on bricks, chatting, washing themselves out of buckets, cooking stuff, as if they actually lived there.


Neither of us had said anything in what could have been an hour, two hours, ten minutes, thirty-five minutes? At some point Increase must’ve taken his watch off. And besides, watch time doesn’t apply in dreamlike states on the edge of reality.


I felt Increase’s gape skate over the side of my face. ‘What the fuck is this?’ he whispered.


I whispered back: ‘I don’t fucking know, la.’


An old Rasta appeared from a niche in the side of an abandoned theatre. ‘Go straight, then right,’ he said. ‘Straight, then right.’
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‘Don’t Break My Heart’ by UB40 was, surprisingly, crooning, clicking, and clapping through the radio at Peach’s Paradise poolside bar.


Increase shook his head at the two huge Black American kids who bobbed up and down in the shallow end of the pool, throwing a ball in each other’s direction.


The bartender had his head in the fridge.


Increase cleared his throat: ‘What soft drinks do you serve?’


The bartender hoisted himself upright and loomed over us: ‘Lilt.’


‘Lilt?’


‘Lilt. You only drink Lilt when you’re in Jamaica.’


‘OK,’ huffed Increase. ‘One Lilt, then, please.’


‘I’m joking, man,’ laughed the bartender. ‘We don’t serve no Lilt. We have Tango, Sprite, Pepsi, 7-Up, and Coke.’


The dad of the two kids in the pool waddled up to the bar and said, ‘Gimme a Budweiser, please, bartender.’ He slopped down on the seat next to Increase.


‘We were next,’ said Increase. ‘One 7-Up, please.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ said the American. He looked like Bill Cosby but vast – huge chest, face too big for his eyes. He kept his hands slightly folded like he was trying to make his arms even shorter. It all added up to what looked like a kind of bull-man – a Bull Cosby.


Increase ignored him as the bartender poured 7-Up.


‘I was brought up to believe that English people have impeccable manners,’ said Bull Cosby.


‘Then keep watching, you might learn something,’ said Increase taking his logoed paper cup.


‘And you, sir?’ said the bartender looking at me.


‘Beer, please. What beers have you got?’


‘Red Stripe.’


‘No other types, like?’


‘Just Red Stripe. You only drink Red Stripe beer when you in Jamaica.’ He wasn’t joking. ‘I, myself, prefer a warm Guinness in the evening. But this is not the evening, this is the afternoon. And we don’t serve no warm Guinness, because this bar is here to serve you, and you don’t drink warm Guinness.’


I am happy to try a warm Guinness.


He pushed a can of cold Red Stripe over the bar. ‘You drink Red Stripe. Thirty dollar, please.’


I must have looked confused because Increase said, ‘Don’t panic, Aeon. Thirty dollars is only about, what,’ he looked at the bartender, ‘seventy-five pence?’


The bartender shrugged.


‘In England it would cost three times that much for a beer,’ I said.


The bartender leaned over the bar. ‘That is the tourist price of course. If I paid that much for a beer and I drank eight beers one night, that would be a whole week’s wages gone.’


‘Hey, guys, can I get my Bud now? Before you continue your fascinating conversation?’ said Bull Cosby.


The bartender handed him a Red Stripe.


‘Put it on my tab,’ said Bull as he waddled off to his lounger.


‘You earn two hundred and forty dollars a week?’ said Increase.


‘Something like that. And that’s not a bad wage, considering.’


‘Considering what?’ I asked.


‘Considering Jamaica.’ The bartender looked into Increase’s eyes, then mine. ‘You wondering how anyone survives on so little money?’ he said. ‘We work two jobs. Some people work more than me. Others just get by, yunno. Don’t buy many clothes. Just wear the same ting day in, day out. Keep wash the same jeans, T-shirt. Make it last, yunno, year in, year out. People just get by. Or don’t. Survive or don’t survive. You do whatever you have to do, yunno?’


Increase had to seize the opportunity. ‘That’s what I love about Jamaica,’ he said.


‘What’s that?’ smiled the bartender.


He waited a few seconds for added impact, – ‘No, sorry, it’s gone.’ – then grinned off to sit by the pool.


I cringed and sipped at my Red Stripe.


‘So,’ I said eventually, ‘do you know where I can get some weed from, man?’


‘Ganja?’ The bartender frowned. ‘You don’t ask me for ganja, man. You don’t ask just anyone for ganja just because you’re in Jamaica, yunno.’


Really?


‘But if you’re really that desperate, you may want to try the Rastas in that room.’ He nodded to a ground-floor balcony on the far side of the pool. ‘Something tells me they may be able to assist you.’


I looked over as Bull Cosby jumped into the pool. Increase raised his hands and shook his head as water splashed up onto his khaki shorts.


‘Sky,’ said the bartender.


‘Eh.’


‘Sky. That’s my name. It’s not my real name. Around here most people have a name that describes the way you look or act or something. So people have always called me Sky.’ He straightened up so his head nearly touched the canopy over the bar. ‘For obvious reasons, yunno?’


‘Oh, right. I’m Aeon.’


‘Ian?’


‘Aeon. Like EE-ON. Aeon McMenahem. And that is my real name.’


‘Aeon McMenahem,’ said Sky, raising his eyebrows.


He looked thoughtful, as if the name meant something to him. It meant nothing to me. It was just another thing that made me stand out – who’s ever heard of someone called Aeon McMenahem?


Sky leaned forward and lowered his voice, like we were sharing some secret. ‘That is a very powerful name, Aeon McMenahem. A Maroon name. Nobody ever tell you that?’


I shook my head.


‘Well you must have chosen it,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘You will have to learn what it means. It is your chosen fate.’
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Out of the smoke that billowed from the patio doors, a small guy with red eyes, dreadlocks, and a few patches of whiskers on his jaw and upper lip appeared.


‘Yes, brother?’ he said in an American-ish accent.


He had a massive bogey clinging to a hair that hung from his left nostril. The bogey put me off my stride.


‘Er, sorry, mate, I was just, er . . . You got any weed,’ I pushed the boat out and added a ‘dread?’ at the end.


‘Indeed,’ said Bogey. ‘Enter.’


Music rattled out of a portable Sanyo tape recorder on the dressing table. Its speaker sounded like it was being beaten to death by a bassline that distorted the voice that sang ‘Natty Dread Taking Over’.


There were two other lads in there, slouched in white wicker chairs at the far end of the room. One had spiky little locks and skin like tar, the other had a messy afro, light brown skin, and a dazed grin. They were sticking skins and grinding weed on the white wicker table in front of them, preparing a spliff so big it took two of them to make it.


Bogey sat on a third wicker chair by the dressing table, a posh one with armrests. He opened the top drawer, which was full of green stalks puffed up with buds of brown weed. ‘We ain’t got enough to sell,’ said Bogey. ‘But you can take this.’ He snapped a chunky bud off one of the stalks. ‘And please,’ he said, passing me a Kingsize Rizla, ‘do join us in a ceremonial smoke of the sacred herb.’


As the only one standing up, I felt a bit out of place. But I didn’t feel at ease enough to sit on the bed. I licked along the length of a Regal Kingsize, tore away the seam, and sprinkled two-thirds of the tobacco into the Rizla.


‘Stop, brother. No, no,’ cried Bogey.


What?


‘You’re not seriously gonna mix that poisoned Babylon tobacco with our weed, man?’


‘Er . . .’


‘Look, young brother.’ Bogey stood up, grinning over at Baby Locks and Bad Fro. He walked behind me and put his hand on my shoulder. ‘I’ve got a drawer full of your finest sinsemilla, grown in the verdant Jamaican hills, harvested yesterday, cured in the sun, and purchased for the equivalent of twenty-five Canadian dollars.’


‘How much is that worth, then?’ said Increase, appearing at the patio doors just in time to catch me being made a cunt of. Bogey stiffened a bit, and the two stoned minions very nearly flinched over their gargantuan construction.


‘I’ve never been up on the Canadian exchange rate,’ said Increase as he closed the patio door behind him. ‘But to be fair, most people don’t even know that Canada’s got its own currency, do they? That it’s even a country?’ He pushed Bogey’s hand off my shoulder, saying, ‘He knows how to make a spliff, don’t you, cuz?’ Then sat down in Bogey’s wicker throne.


‘You can insult Canada all you like, brother,’ said Bogey. ‘I’m not Canadian as much as you are not English.’


‘No, “brother”, I’m English. I am definitely from England. I don’t know what you are.’


‘I am,’ said Bogey, ‘we are African!’


Increase rolled his eyes. Even I could tell that this guy wasn’t from Africa.


‘I’m Alone in the Wilderness’, sang the Rasta in the Sanyo.


Bogey sucked his teeth and said, ‘Just as you call dis likkle light-skinned brother your cuz, I call all of you my African brothers. You overstand? Cho!’ He must have been putting on his best Jamaican accent now. ‘Tis a motley razza Babylon cook up inna England; masters o’ de waves and home o’ de slavers.’ He paced up and down between us. ‘England a bloodclaat.’


As he spoke, he grabbed a handful of weed and ground it into a fine dust with his fingers.


‘Twas de angel of de Lord dat spoke to Samson mother,’ he went on, ‘and say: “No shall he know a strange woman, but only a woman of him father’s house, dem.”’


He produced a Rizla from somewhere, laid it on top of the pile of weed in his palm, turned it over, rolled it, licked it.


‘Samson disobey de Lord and gave in to temptation due to de beauty of Delilah. Delilah, thereby, weaved de seven locks, dem, from him head with her web.’


He fired up a lighter and puffed on the spliff till his face obscured giving him a mystical air, like Obi Wan Kenobi’s ghost, but Black, and with a bogey hanging from his nose.


‘Dem dat sow iniquity, reap de very same; so shall you sow, so shall you reap.’


What is he on about?


‘Samson gave up his power. And, rude bwoy, you want to mek sure it clear what side of de dividing line you stand upon when judgement drop upon de iniquitous head of de White man. Then shall de original man, de Black man from Ethiopia, we de Annunaki rise up again and rule all Earth in righteousness and divinity. Jah Rastafari.’


It seemed possible that we were being insulted. It was weird, because if some White lad in a party in Widnes or St Helens had gone on at me like that, I would have punched him in the face by now, even if I didn’t know what he was on about. But I wasn’t insulted by this guy; I was just embarrassed that I didn’t understand. I wanted to understand. I wanted him to explain it all to me. But I couldn’t say that – not with Increase there.


Increase wasn’t impressed.


I thought it best just to make my spliff for now. I emptied the tobacco into the ashtray, took a bud of weed and tried to grind it up the way Bogey had.


‘And we,’ Bogey said as Increase sat back, shaking his head and getting more vexed by the second, ‘as prophesied by Marcus Mosiah Garvey, shall be repatriated back to Mother Africa by our Moses, our Christ, our God incarnate, de Most High, conquering lion of de tribe of Judah, Haile Selassie I, Jah Ras Tafari.’


I finished rolling my spliff and tried to light it. It hadn’t turned out like Bogey’s. His was a big Bob Marley thing. My effort looked like the things they smoke in Vietnam War movies.


‘Fucking bullshit,’ said Increase. He had his hand over the base of a lamp on the dressing table as if he was about to pick it up and hit someone with it. He let the lamp go, and I noticed he was shaking slightly.


‘You think Rasta philosophy is not genuine?’ said Bogey.


This Bogey fella didn’t seem to realise that he was in genuine danger.


‘I know it’s not genuine, Rasta.’ Increase took a deep breath to calm himself before he went on. ‘I know you’re desperate to create a version of history that propagates the myth of Black superiority. You need it to tackle your own sense of emasculation and inadequacy. I understand that, trust me, Rasta. I know we ain’t got a history, religion, or culture to call our own. We can’t rely on our ancestors because no one knows who the fuck they are.’


I puffed hard on my bumpy little spliff.


The Sanyo blurred out something about someone who was here first – it sounded like he was saying the Awawaks, but it was all gobbledegook to me.


Increase sighed real heavy. ‘It’s sad, Rasta, but slave-bred Blacks like us aren’t superior to anyone. We’ll never rule the Earth, and we’re certainly not the original man. We’re outcasts, denigrated even by the Africans, who are only the descendants of the first murderer. And why would anyone want to live in Africa anyway – it’s a conglomerate of shitholes? They’ve allowed the White man to destroy it. And what makes you think they’d want the likes of you and me there making them look even worse, Rasta?’


A tiny trail of smoke rose up from the end of my little spliff as I puffed with tight lips.


Baby Locks struck his lighter, and Bad Fro puffed on a spliff the size of a rounders bat till the end fired up.


‘It makes no sense to you why we would believe things which, to the brainwashed Babylonian, seem implausible,’ said Bogey. ‘So tell me, what do you believe?’


Increase glanced at the clock on the wall.


‘Ha!’ said Bogey. ‘You believe in that! The Babylonian clock. You believe that the Babylon clock says tick and tock?’


‘Yes! Come on, Aeon,’ said Increase. ‘This is bullshit, let’s go.’


‘Does it?’ said Bogey looking at me. I shrugged my shoulders and wobbled my head. ‘You see?’ said Bogey. ‘This is how Babylonian ideology gets inside you, so insidious it a mere duppy that makes you believe what it say without question. Every day it whispers its silent whisper into the dream you call reality, until you can only but agree. Listen to that clock.’


Increase pulled his hands down his face as if he was trying to get rid of something.


Bad Fro passed the massive spliff to Baby Locks.


‘Hear it saying tick-tock, tick-tock . . .’


My spliff was only burning down one side, so I licked my finger and wet the burning portion to balance it out.


‘. . . tick-tock.’


To be honest, I was starting to feel a bit embarrassed for Bogey.


What is he on about?


Still, we all listened to a few more rounds of tick-tocks, until Bogey raised his hand and made a new suggestion.


‘Now imagine,’ he said, ‘that the clock is not saying tick-tock, it is now saying tock-tick, tock-tick, tock-tick.’ And it did. Like magic, the pattern of tick-tocks changed to tock-ticks.


How did he do that?


Bogey relit his spliff, looking all happy with himself. ‘May I suggest that the clock says tock-tock, tock-tock, tock-tock.’ And it was; the clock was only saying tock.


Baby Locks and Bad Fro nodded behind a wall of weed smoke:


‘Tock-tock, man!’


‘Yeah, tock-tock.’


‘Noooo,’ shouted Bogey raising his hands and bellowing out thick plumes of smoke. ‘It says tick-tick, tick-tick.’


You have to bear in mind that Jamaican weed is nothing like the rocky-black we used to buy from Shelly Tracky in Searbank flats. And even though I couldn’t get a good drag on this spliff, I was still, already, absolutely fucking wrecked.


‘Nooo. It says cack-cack-cack.’


Totally twatted.


‘Or does it say kick-kick-kick?’


Unbelievably bollocksed.


Bogey’s voice wobbled like the Holy Ghost was in his throat, and opaque weed smoke almost obliterated his face. ‘So what does this mean?’


Shit, is he asking me?


‘Erm . . . the clock doesn’t go tick-tock?’


‘For Christ’s sake, Aeon,’ said Increase. ‘He’s talking nonsense. Utter weeded claptrap. Come on, let’s go.’


Bogey looked at me, ignoring Increase. ‘I don’t know. I ain’t never worked with no clocks.’ He suddenly had a Canadian accent again. ‘Point is, it never occurred to you, or to your “cuz” here, that a clock may only make one sound, until it was suggested to you. You believe that every clock says tick-tock just because you were taught to believe it. Without question. Common sense, is it not? It is not! Because, you see, that word, that sound could be any one of a number of suggestions, if you just opened your mind to the possibilities.


‘Imagine, for example, a world without the European empires, a world without Transatlantic Slavery, the Industrial Revolution. Now imagine that in that world, nobody had ever decided to categorise human beings by the colour of their skin. The associations of Black people with badness would not exist. When you saw a Black man, you would not immediately associate that man with the inferences implanted by Babylon: uneducated, uncivilised, savage; you would not be unconsciously reminiscent of blacklists, blackballs, and black sheep, black markets, black magic, and black death – or blackened reputations.’


I wanted to say something, but all I could think was:


Stop looking at that bogey.


Increase stomped over to the patio doors, waving his hands and growling, ‘I’m going.’


I followed him. And as I stood at the patio doors, the net curtain closing around me, I turned back to Bogey who eyed me and said, ‘When judgement come, make sure you on the right side, rude boy. You overstand!’


‘I’m Not Ashamed’, sang the Sanyo Rasta.


‘The right side.’
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‘The hero will meet a mentor,’ Miss Elwyn used to tell me.


But how was I gonna meet a mentor with Increase always hanging around, sticking his nose in? Just like that Bogey situation. I thought about it as I lay back on the bed. Bogey could well have been a mentor, but I could never be myself when Increase was around. And yeah, maybe Bogey was a bit of a tit, but maybe that was just the weight of Increase’s shadow hanging over the situation.


I bet he’s made up he ruined that for me. I could still be down there now, getting stoned with Canadian Rastas and learning how to build proper Bob Marley spliffs, if it wasn’t for Increase.


I had to make something happen.


Kissy Sunshine believed that the world you see is just a reflection of your own beliefs: ‘An outer projection of inner perception,’ she used to say. Kissy didn’t have normal beliefs.


I could’ve just told Increase from the start that I didn’t want him with me. That I was going to Jamaica on my own. I was nearly seventeen and I had to make my own decisions. Find my own way. I had to shake off the expectations of Searbank, of Mum and Dad, of Increase, of my mates: Joe Shirley, Jay Reynolds, Matty Lamb, Lollipop, Tommo, and the rest. Other people’s expectations had me frozen in ice. I’d to come to Jamaica to melt the ice of Searbank.


But I’d failed in the mission before it even got started because I couldn’t bring myself to tell Increase that I didn’t want him to come to Jamaica with me. But you can’t tell people that you’re going to Jamaica on your own. That’s just too weird. Who goes on holiday on their own?


I had to make something happen.


I needed, at least, to dare to be honest with myself about what I wanted. I had to remind myself that there was no big man sat on a cloud judging my thoughts; I could think whatever I wanted to think.


I can do whatever I need to do.


I could have happen whatever I wanted to have happen.


I wanna get rid of Increase.


I wanted to start this story again. I wanted the night so that I could wake up and start again, without Increase.


It felt like it had been daytime for ever. Where was the night? Where was the adventure? It was time to run through a burning building and rescue a beautiful maiden, or drive a fast car through a pile of cardboard boxes in a crowded marketplace, or run into battle with a pug in my hand like Jean-Luc Picard in Dune. Well, maybe not that last one, but you know what I mean; I just needed something.


Something that was mine.


Not theirs.


Not his.


I’ll write my own story. I’ll write killer lines like ‘Fuck tha Police’ and ‘Real Niggaz Don’t Die’. I’ll write lines long enough to wrap around a neck; lines strong enough to hang a human body from the ash at the front of Searbank High School; lines with so many layers that you can make of them whatever the fuck you choose, mate.


And I’ll be the hero; me, Aeon.
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I run through a burning building. The maiden is waiting for me. It’s the receptionist from Peach’s Paradise. She swings her beautiful silky hair from her face.


But the building shrinks and turns into one of those tiny houses downtown with bars on the windows and doors.


I can’t run any more.


There are icicles hanging from the ceiling, and there’s frost on the bars over the windows.


But it’s hot.


The heat of the place is zapping all my strength.


I’m stuck.


My feet are frozen to the floor.


I’m stuck and the maiden is weaving my hair with her web.


My hair is heavy and it’s pulling me into the ground, right through the cracks.


Then I’m gone, into the darkness.


I can hear the sound of chanting, a lion-man roaring, and I sink into the bliss of the chant; into the black and peaceful earth; as black as her hair; as black as the night; as black as the beginning.
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I opened my eyes and it was night-time.


There was a voice crooning somewhere.


What the fuck? Is that the theme tune to Prisoner: Cell Block H? But a reggae version? Where the fuck am I?


I sat up on my bed. It was really dark. Increase had gone.


Peach’s Paradise was a small hotel – four storeys, three stars – and there weren’t many places he could have been.


Our door opened onto an outdoor corridor with rocks running alongside it with plants and bushes alive with the rattles, clicks, and clacks of creatures you couldn’t see. To the left, and at the end of the corridor, there was a large plastic chest that was supposed to be full of ice. The ice was melted. I filled my jug with plastic-tasting water and went back to the room.


I looked over the balcony to the poolside bar. No Increase.


I got a shower. I didn’t wash my hair though. I hadn’t washed my hair for three months. I thought that if I never washed my hair it would matt up into dreadlocks easier.


Kissy was the only person I actually knew who had dreadlocks. I never understood how Kissy grew perfectly neat dreadlocks even though she was White. She always washed her hair. And here I was, on my third attempt at growing dreadlocks. I’d tried plaits, I’d tried sleeping in a hat, I’d tried VO5 wax; nothing had worked. It was like my hair was being awkward. Kissy said it was probably trying to tell me something. Kissy didn’t see anything the way a normal person would. How could your hair be trying to tell you something?


I slipped on my favourite new pants, the baggy black corduroys that tapered in at the ankle. I left the gold rope chain that Mum had bought for my fifteenth birthday hanging over the N.W.A. T-shirt. I used to keep Dad’s serpent key on that chain. One time I left my chain and key on Kissy’s dressing table and she tried them on. From then on she wore them every day.


The day Kissy gave the rope chain and serpent key back to me – that fucked me up.


Over the T-shirt went an oversized denim shirt from Burtons, unbuttoned.


My hair just needed to be kept out of sight for now. That’s why I wore the woolly black Gio-Goi bobble hat. But the time had come to exchange the woolly hat for one of the bandanas I’d bought from the place un-affectionately known as the ‘Paki Market’ in St John’s, Liverpool. I chose a black bandana folded up and wrapped around my head with the knot at the front, like Ice Cube in the video to ‘It Was a Good Day’, like the old women downtown. I shifted the knot of the bandana to the left side of my head and positioned my new white baseball cap with the brim to the right-hand side.


I checked myself in the bathroom mirror.


Now that’s a double crown.


I looked well Black.


I slipped on the big red Ellesse boots.


Still no sign of Increase.
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‘You, in Jamaica?’ Increase had chuckled as we cruised along Turnpike Road into Searbank Village. ‘For one,’ he sneered, ‘how would you survive Jamaica?’


I scowled and shook my head.


The guy in the white van had probably seen us approaching and estimated that we would be well past him by the time he pulled out from behind the sandstone wall. He probably wasn’t expecting us to suddenly slow down. Or maybe he wasn’t paying any attention to us. Maybe he’d also seen the two girls in psychedelic leggings, crop tops, and hairspray perms walking towards the traffic lights. Maybe he was also leaning over his passenger seat to wind down the far window of his white van, getting ready to shout something at these two girls.


I was just sat there like: No, no nooooooo!


Increase was now leaning over my chair, so close to me his body touched mine.


Noooooo!


‘Look at the state of these two – put some clothes on.’ He was already raising his voice – as if it was me who was wearing a crop top.


Him touching me, along with the prospect of him shouting something at these two girls, who probably knew me because everyone knew everyone in Searbank, and me being stuck in between him and them – it had my sinews ready to snap like tattered mooring. Then, just before shouting something at the girls, which would probably have been some number about the whore of Babylon or some shit, Increase decided to finish getting his digs in on me:


‘And for two,’ he said, ‘how on Earth are you going to afford to . . .’


CRASH!


We were shunted across into the next lane. An oncoming 10A bus swerved to just about miss us as the passenger-side door crushed into my left shoulder. Ten thousand tiny portions of shatterproof glass exploded into my face, my hair, and all over my red Nike tracksuit. Increase’s jaw bounced off my right shoulder before he wheeled across into the driver’s side door.


The shock aroused some sleeping beast in the caverns of my mind. The beast ordered me to fly through the window, grab the guy out of his white van, and beat him over the head. I took a breath and tried opening the door instead. Then I shook it violently. It was stuck dead. I looked at my shaking hands and took another breath.


It was interesting, how Increase framed it. I remembered the Ten Commandments well, and one of them was definitely: ‘Thou shalt not steal.’ And pretending to have whiplash when your neck was perfectly fine was definitely a way of stealing £2,000 from the insurance company (a very common way in Merseyside). But Increase said he was just taking what he was owed because he’d paid money to the insurance company since he was seventeen. I, on the other hand, had not paid anything to anyone and was, as Increase kept reminding me, breaking the eighth commandment.


He didn’t seem too concerned about fraternising with a sinner the day the cheques came through the post, though.


‘Now we can afford to go to Jamaica,’ he grinned.


We?


[image: ]


I straightened up my back, sucked in my cheeks, and pouted trying to look taller, older, and blacker, but the beautiful receptionist wasn’t even there. Instead, there was this large orange woman. She smiled a smile that never reached her eyes. Next to her stood a thin yellow ghost of a bloke with a bald head. He vanished under the counter as the woman started talking.


‘Hello, dear, I’m Peach,’ she said, ‘and this is my paradise. Is this your first time in Jamaica, honey?’


‘Yeah.’


I tried to not look as freaked out as I was. It had just never occurred to me before that Jamaicans speak with Jamaican accents, even if they’re not Black.


‘Have you given us all of your money and sensitive documents yet, honey?’


‘Eh?’


‘Your cousin has already done so,’ she said.


‘Er. No, I’ll be OK thanks.’


The bald yellow head of the man popped up from underneath the counter. ‘You do not trust my wife?’ he said.


He spoke quickly, which was weird for a man who looked dead. And his voice went up and down in pitch every few syllables. The voice really reminded me of someone, someone off the telly; I just couldn’t quite grasp who it was.


‘Why do you not trust my wife? Is it because of her colour?’


What, orange?


Peach looked hurt.


Confusion piled upon confusion. I knew it was because she sounded Black that I didn’t trust her with my money. And that made me as racist as the police who were always searching me, as racist as the security guard who always followed me round HMV in Liverpool – he was Black too.


Mr Merryfield, head of history at Searbank High School, reckoned that White people had evolved to be more civilised than Black people because they ate more fish. I never could figure out why they’d have eaten more fish. I was sure Africa had rivers. Then ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ would come to mind. I loved that song, and that said that there weren’t any rivers in Africa. So maybe Mr Merryfield was right. And maybe I couldn’t trust this woman who looked orange but definitely sounded Black.


She reached under the counter and produced an A4 envelope, handed to her, I supposed, by the yellow fella, who’d disappeared down below again.


‘See?’ She showed me the join across the top of the envelope where it was signed multiple times with Increase’s signature. ‘It is best to keep all travellers’ cheque, passport, money, and so on, secure in our safe, just in case,’ she said. ‘Penelope should have already told you such this afternoon. I will have words with her when she returns.’


Penelope. So that’s her name.


I remembered Penelope’s coffee-bean fingers, her shiny hair flowing over her long neck. If Penelope had asked me to put my stuff in an envelope I would have done so without question. Maybe I wasn’t that racist after all.
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Cars were rattling down the hill to the sound of an omnipresent reggae bassline.


Men still worked under the straw roofs of the wooden stalls of the marketplace, some packing up, some still trying to sell stuff. One man was sat at the side of his stall carving a sculpture from a log with a piece of broken glass: a beautiful dreadlocked woman smoking a pipe.


I decided that before I went home I’d buy things from these stalls: dark brown carvings of lions that would hang from my walls; fat black leather hats with red, yellow, and green bands that would crown a head of neatly dreadlocked hair. And I’d definitely buy one of those canes, a beautiful walking cane with Rastas, lions, and ganja leaves carved down its length. I imagined myself strolling through Searbank with my hat and my cane. I wondered how I could justify walking with a cane.


Fuck it!


I saw myself walking with a limp and a beautiful cane.


This time, I turned right at the roundabout, like Penelope had told us.


I passed a couple of bars on the right side of the Hip Strip, one of which had been burned down.


Over the road there was a beach with an outdoor bar where Blacks and Whites, tourists and Jamaicans talked and danced, drank and smoked. A sweet reggae tune was blasting, then it stopped, suddenly, with the sound of a foghorn and a man shouting aggressively. Gunshots rang over the sound of his voice, and some of the people dancing threw up their hands and made gunshot sounds – ‘Bop, bop, bop’ – and even some automatic weapons – ‘Brrrrrrrap’ – as the foghorn brought in a new song. It was that voice again; the lion-man chanting:


‘Fiyah!


Bun up de whole of a Babylon


Fiyah!


Bun de iniquitous and wicked one


Fiyah!


Feh end all de old and wicked ways


Fiyah!


Feh turn these dark nights into day.’


I so much wanted to get over there and dance.


Soon, Aeon. Just walk and soak it up. This is it. This is Jamaica.


The song was interrupted, after just one chorus, by another foghorn. More shouts. More gunshots.


A tall dreadlocked man came bouncing down the road singing ‘Running Away’ by Bob Marley, dead loud. I noticed that no one was staring at him – apart from me.


I wanted to be like that. So many times I’d had the urge to sing out loud, or to rap the words of some De La Soul or Ruthless Rap Assassins song, or even some of my own little raps, while walking through Searbank village.


But Searbank wasn’t the Hip Strip. If a bloke as big and Black as this dude bounced through Searbank singing Bob Marley dead loud, the whole village would know about it. The old fellas would mutter at each other. The old ladies would step aside. And the lads would have no option but to resort to extreme violence as a veil for their own insecurities.


In fact, if such a big Black dude lived in Searbank and did something as shocking as singing out loud in public, he would be doing so in full knowledge of the reaction he’d likely provoke. He, therefore, could be said to be exciting a public disturbance. And if that situation ended with that man hurting someone, it would, let’s face it, be the big Black dude who would get arrested, locked up, served with a Section 3, secured in a B Unit for ‘his own safety’, and administered medication to aid with the ‘mental health issue’ with which he would be swiftly diagnosed.


A short Black man with tiny dreadlocks strolled past chatting to a tall man with the smallest sunglasses I’d ever seen in my life perched on the very tip of his nose. The way these fellas walked – strong and bold; the way they laughed – loud and fearless; all those things Searbank would never let me be.


As a kid, I’d lost count of the number of times an adult had commented on how ‘cool’ I looked or how I was so ‘laid back’. By the time I was old enough to see some benefit to being ‘cool’, I’d already perfected the art of being frozen in ice just so I could fit in.


That was why I was in Jamaica: to find the things I’d lost. And maybe this was them; those hidden aspects of me expressed as a serpentine swing of the hip, a feline roll of the shoulder, a wild roar of rampant laughter. The Jamaicans had something I craved: the defiance in the eye, the pain in the voice of the lion-man, the danger in the dance. And now I could feel it: the determination of bass-driven music with its whip-crack-at-the-wrong-time rhythm, always somewhere in the air.


This was me.


I would have put money on it that no one here ever listened to any of the shit my mates listened to: The Smiths, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark, INXS, fucking Joy Division.


Fuck Searbank music.


Fuck Searbank High School, and fuck Mum and Dad for bringing me up in that fucking racist backwater.


I decided then that I was gonna be like a proper Jamaican: cool and proud of it. I would feed the fire in my chest that would finally melt the icicles dripping from the walls of this cave. I felt to roar like the lion-man.


Yeah, mate, fuck ’em.


And suddenly, I was at the end of the Hip Strip. The distance looked dark, with just a few houses dotted along the length of the road. There was just one more building, at my right, a whitewashed thing that looked like an old ranch with a veranda upstairs. I could see diners up there in suits and dresses, eating and drinking wine. No gunshots and foghorns here.


As I turned to walk back, I peeped up for a sneaky look at a woman sat at one of the tables. I had this fleeting fantasy moment: seeing myself sat there facing her from the other side of the table; her smiling at me the way she was smiling now; laughing at my joke, like the way she was laughing now; flirting with me, like the way she pushed her long silky hair behind her ear.


Miss Elwyn used to tell me: ‘Sometimes the hero is fate bound to fall for a forbidden love. Percival and Angharad, Romeo and Juliet, Maria and Tony. Such heroes will risk everything to pursue their true love because – and this is what so many have missed,’ she used to say, ‘– the forbidden love represents the part of oneself that “they” don’t want you to know about.’


Aeon and Penelope.


It didn’t have quite the same ring, but I tried it out anyway.


I imagined her as Penelope. Imagined she was sat there with me. She turned and I saw that she really did look like . . . I turned away for fear of being caught watching her, but I glanced back up just to check.


Oh no. Of course it is. It’s her. And, oh fuck off. She is. Obviously she is. With Increase.
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