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1

The smell of chlorine stung my nostrils as I entered the Grove Street Baths. It was the third week of January, a grey Friday morning and our first swimming lesson since the start of term. The boys had strolled to the pool with their hands in their pockets, sparring insults and dirty jokes. The girls partnered together, linked arms so they could lean in and whisper to each other. I’d been paired with Amy Walker. Although she was friendlier toward me than the other girls in class, we were not friends. Since starting at John Evelyn Comprehensive last September, I hadn’t yet managed to find the group where I belonged. Amy and I had walked the half-mile in silence, with our hands at our sides.

‘Walk, don’t run,’ said Mr Jones, the head of year who doubled as our P.E. teacher.

As usual, the girls filed into the changing cubicles that lined the left-hand side of the pool, while the boys headed right. The Victorian built baths had seen better days and there were always a couple of cubicles awaiting repair for broken locks, or doors that had come off their hinges. I looked back and noticed Mark Barrett was among the boys being redirected to the empty stalls on our side.

Ted Butcher’s voice echoed across the pool. ‘You’ll come back to school smelling nice from all that talc and Impulse spray you can get off the girls!’

Mark flipped his mate the middle finger, with an ironic smile.

He had come from Samuel Pepys Primary, the same school as me, where he’d always been popular. I’d heard that Michelle Sullivan had let him touch her minge behind the big kitchen bins, although it was ‘only through her knickers’. Mark’s popularity had migrated with him to secondary school. He wasn’t the best looking boy in class but he was good at football and knew how to make girls laugh. Even me. Last Tuesday while I sat on a bench, close to where the boys in our year played footy, a long ball had been kicked from the other end of the concrete pitch. It sailed over the heads of most of the players but Mark ran to get beneath it, his grey-blue eyes marking the direction of travel. Although he managed to head the ball back into play, he tripped and fell, landing at my feet. I immediately asked if he was all right, instinct making me reach out to him. He’d winked at me before taking my hand and heaving himself up.

‘I think I’ll live,’ he said, smiling. The creases around his mouth softened his face. I’d looked away, grateful my cheeks concealed embarrassment. Afterwards, I thought how his lips were surprisingly full for a white boy.

I closed the cubicle door and turned so I was standing back-to-back with Amy. It was an unspoken rule that nobody ever exposed their top and bottom halves at the same time. You took your knickers off first then pulled your costume on before removing your skirt; that way nobody would get a glimpse of your vag. Since I’d started wearing bras, I’d been stealing the odd look at other girls’ chests. If they were my age I’d be interested to see if they had started developing yet, and how far behind or ahead of me they were. With older girls, like my seventeen-year-old cousins Marcia and Margery, I’d examine how their clothes fit – and wonder if their breasts looked like mine. A couple of weeks ago, while I was helping Marcia change her brothers’ bed sheets, we found pictures of topless girls that Kiplyn had tucked beneath his mattress.

‘That dutty so-and-so can’t keep his hands off his cocky these days,’ said Marcia holding up pages torn from the newspaper. ‘Look how this nasty gyal steal Black women’s style, then turn around and call it the Bo Derek – look, cha!’ The grainy black-and-white print showed a cheery young woman whose fair hair was braided into cornrows with the plaits draped either side of her naked boobs. Later, when I was getting ready for bed, I stood bare-chested in front of the wardrobe mirror and posed like the girl in the picture: standing at an angle, arching my back, assessing the contours of my new, small breasts.

In my ordinary clothes these changes went unnoticed. But now, in the changing room, as I drew the swimsuit up, the polyester fabric revealed just how much I’d grown in the past month. Amy’s glance landed on the bumps pressing against my costume, then skittered away. I followed her out, folding my arms across my chest and walking as quickly as I dared along the concrete edge towards the shallow end.

I looked across to where the advanced group were already swimming in the deep water, salvaging fake bricks from the bottom of the pool and learning life-saving skills, such as how to turn the pyjamas they’d brought to the lesson into floating aids. In order to ‘move up’ you had to be able to swim fifty metres without stopping. So far I’d tried twice and failed to meet the distance. I pretended not to hear when some of the white kids would say, ‘Blacks can’t swim because their feet are too flat’, or ‘their bones are too dense – they don’t find it easy to float’. I knew that wasn’t true and was determined to prove it. 

Mark popped up from the water brandishing his fake brick and accidentally splashed Michelle Sullivan. This made her squeal with delight, so he splashed her again with playful purpose.

‘Chop-chop Daphne, look lively girl!’ Mr Jones’s voice bounced off the pale-green wall tiles.

I realised the other basic learners were already shivering in the pool. I slid into the icy water and spent the next forty minutes swimming as many widths as possible in order to warm up.

At the end of the lesson, I was among those Mr Jones selected to try out for the advanced group. There were three other candidates and me. While most classmates went back to their cubicles, there were always a few that hung around the poolside gawping. The first two swimmers gave up after one and a half lengths. Adrian Parker went next and passed the test; afterwards his mates gave three cheers. Then it was my turn. I descended the metal ladder, paused to compose myself then launched into breaststroke, remembering to keep a slow, steady pace. I was conscious of eyes watching me glide through the water. Were they expecting me to fail again? Or maybe worse, were they judging my bum, my hips, my frog-like legs? I reached the shallow end, turned and began the swim back. I’d never got beyond the pool’s halfway point on my return leg before. The black mosaic tiles on the poolside read ‘DEPTH 5′8″’. I felt a jolt of fear, doubting whether I had strength left. I forced myself to keep looking forward, holding my head higher to stop water from splashing my face, panicking as my legs sunk. I neared the end of the pool, arms outstretched. I missed the bar by inches and my face dipped into the water but I came up spluttering and grabbed the rail. I’d done it. Mr Jones commended me for not giving up. There was a smattering of applause from the remaining spectators as I hauled myself up the ladder. I was exhilarated, but I could feel my swimming costume sagging around my backside and my chest. I hurried to my cubicle, keen to get out of sight.

‘Amy, I did it. I’ve done my fifty. I’m moving up,’ I said, opening the door a crack and slipping inside.

But Amy was nowhere to be seen. Instead, I found Michelle standing in front of me, a lemon-yellow beach towel wrapped around her like a toga.

‘Where’s Amy?’

‘Button it,’ she hissed, gesturing for me to get behind her.

The whitewashed panels separating each cubicle fell shy of the floor by almost a foot. Usually, girls would use this gap to pass each other hairbrushes, mirrors and talc. Michelle crouched down on the cold wet tiles, bowing until her chest was on her thighs. She tilted her head this way and that until she found the best vantage point to spy into the changing room next door.

‘Nice arse!’ she whispered.

‘What the fuc—’ Mark only just managed to stifle his surprise. ‘What d’you want, Michelle?’

‘I’ll show you mine, if I can see yours first.’

I heard a snigger; Michelle giggled too. I wrapped my towel around myself like a cape. I shivered. Intrigued.

‘Stand back a bit then,’ she ordered. ‘I can’t see nothing from there . . . that’s better!’

Michelle rose to her feet and looked at me. ‘You better not say nothing.’

I shook my head. She turned her back to me and began adjusting her towel, while I peered over her shoulder at the gap between the floor and the dividing wall. Michelle tittered as Mark’s face appeared below the woodwork. I clutched my towel tighter. A rush of blood pulsed through my fingers making them tingle. Then Michelle held her towel open. In my head I counted nine seconds before she covered herself.

‘Is that it?’ said Mark.

‘For now!’ she whispered, turning away from him.

She pushed me aside and reached for her underwear. There was a glow in her cheek. I looked down at the gap. Mark was no longer there. Michelle assumed the obligatory back-to-back changing position and had already wriggled into her bra and applied deodorant before I had even begun to undress. I writhed around under my towel, peeling off the damp costume, letting it slop in a heap around my feet. Using my toes to push the damp cossie aside, I glanced down at the floor. There he was, his eyes glistening in the semi-gloom. Michelle still had her back turned, but Mark wasn’t looking at her. This time he was watching me. The tingling I’d felt in my fingers returned. Slowly I opened my towel. The cool air pimpled my skin but it was a nice feeling. I felt a prickling sensation around my crotch. That was a nice feeling too. Was this how Michelle had felt? Or those women who posed in the pictures my cousin kept under his bed? But then, hadn’t Marcia called them nasty gyals? I hastily covered myself. Heated by shame. Mark disappeared. Still damp, I pulled on my underwear and hurried into the rest of my clothes, keeping an eye on the gap beneath the partition, wondering what I had done.

We returned to school for our next lesson, which was English. A boy was standing beside Miss Peacock, watching as we filed into the classroom. The intensity of thirty pairs of eyes staring back forced him to shift his gaze to the carpet.

‘Settle down.’ Miss paused, waiting for absolute hush. ‘Now, I’d like you all to welcome our new pupil. This is Cornelius Small, although I believe you prefer Connie?’

The boy nodded.

‘Connie Small, Connie Tall more like,’ muttered Mark. ‘Look at the bleedin’ size of him!’

He was certainly the tallest twelve-year-old I’d ever seen. His pullover was slightly too short in the arms and his trousers had a crease where the hemline had been let down, yet still only just grazed his ankles.

There was a murmur of giggles and Mark revelled in the response to his quip. Miss Peacock ignored him, raising her voice slightly.

‘Connie has recently arrived in England. He’s come all the way from Jamaica.’

Michelle leaned into Mark. ‘Given half a chance your Phil and his mates would send him right back where he came from in . . . what was it again?’ she asked, her voice a couple of notches above a whisper.

‘A leaky banana boat!’ said Mark.

He caught me looking at him and covered his mouth. I looked at the pencil I was holding and began twisting it between my thumb and index finger. I could still feel Mark’s eyes on me. I was determined not to give him a reaction. Never let the effect their words had show, or else you became fair game. I’d learnt that as a skinny six-year-old pressed up against a wall, while ten-year-old Phil Barrett and five of his followers taunted me with their own version of the Hokey Cokey:

‘You stick your right fist in, your right fist out, your right leg in, and you kick the nigger out . . . ’ I had seen Mark skulking behind his big brother’s gang. He wasn’t singing but he had just stood there with his eyes down, digging between the cracks of the paving stones with the toe of his boot. I’d hidden my face in my hands, but I could still smell their eggy breath and feel the spray of spittle as the big boys moved in closer.

Eventually, one of the mums that helped out with playtime duty came to my rescue. ‘You ought to be ashamed of yourselves,’ she said. ‘Ganging up on a little girl like that when she can’t help being Black.’ While Phil had merely smirked at the telling off, Mark had at least looked chastened. After that, Mark never singled me out. He’d come out with the odd gibe about West Indians, Pakistanis or the Irish; but then he also teased kids who were fat, or ginger, or wore glasses. And unlike Phil, who would rough up his targets, Mark stuck to verbal put-downs, the wittier the better – anything to make people laugh.

‘Daphne, isn’t Jamaica where your family are from?’ asked Miss Peacock.

Now I felt all eyes fix on me. Over the past few months I’d found a position in my form group’s pecking order where I could be invisible most of the time. I’d continued to drop the letter ‘h’, to say “indoors” rather than “at home”, and always referred to lunch as dinner, and dinner as tea.

‘Yes, Miss. But I was born here—’

‘So since you’re both Jamaican, you can help our new classmate settle in.’

She gave Connie a pat on the back and he walked across to where I was sitting, his lanky frame propelled by swaying shoulders. Up close, his clothes looked even more drab. I had some pretty tired hand-me-downs in my wardrobe but I’d never worn anything quite that bad to school. My grandma, Miss Gladys, was a terrific seamstress and when it was her turn to withdraw savings from the pardner, she had invested in a sewing machine so she could do piecework as well as her private commissions. I had homemade skirts that I’d co-ordinate with the clothes that had been passed down to me. While I still put up with the occasional dig at my sensible T-bar shoes, at least I wasn’t the only girl who wore them. The only acceptable footwear if you were a boy living around our way were either Dr. Martens or trainers, preferably Adidas or Gola. Connie was wearing plain black plimsolls. I knew that come break time he’d get called ‘a joey’ or ‘a fleabag’ and such. I tried to think up cutting replies he could use against the bullies, but I’d never been any good at answering back. Then I decided it would be best not to get involved.

Connie eased himself into the chair beside me, his long legs poking out beyond the desk. He looked at me, his mouth twitching into a nervous smile. I turned away, stony-faced, and stared at the blackboard.

‘It is. A truth. Universally. Acknowledged. That a. Single man. In. Possession. Of good. Fortune . . . ’

Craig Evans limped through our class reading book. I was sharing my copy with Connie and had placed the book squarely at the centre of the desk; enough space for both of us to see the pages without any physical contact. Connie sat forward, the palm of his right hand supporting his chin. The longer it took for Craig to stumble through the sentences, the closer Connie leaned in. It was as though he couldn’t bear the suspense of whether Craig would be able to read the next word, let alone make it to the end of the line. As he moved nearer, I caught a whiff of bergamot from his Afro. DAX Pomade.

‘Thank you, Craig.’ Miss Peacock looked up and surveyed the class. ‘Now, who shall we have next?’

I loved reading. Over the years I’d imagined myself at an English boarding school like Malory Towers or Miss Cackle’s Academy For Witches and my fictional companions didn’t call me a monkey or tell me to go back to my own country. Reading had made primary school bearable and so far it had been helping me at secondary school too. I’d while away break times with my nose in a book, trying – and for the most part succeeding – to not look lonely. I’d recently started reading the newspapers and would often go to the public library where they had the posher papers, as well as the tabloids we got at home. Reading the papers made me feel grown up. I was finding out about politicians, other places in the world and movie stars. I was also learning new words like ‘recession’, ‘redundancy’ and ‘synthesizer’. When Mr Jones tested us at the end of last term, he had praised me on having the reading ability of a fifteen-year-old. Still, I never volunteered to read aloud in class. Nobody did. Connie’s hand shot up.

‘Oh, a volunteer,’ said Miss Peacock. ‘Please continue, Connie.’

‘Mr Bennet was so odd a mix-ture of quick parts, sar-cas-tic humour, re-serve and caprice . . . ’

Connie pronounced every word with precision, a foreigner speaking the Queen’s English. Yet rather than sounding clipped and robotic, the syllables lengthened and were smoothed by the lilt of his accent. I’d only ever heard grown-ups speak with a Jamaican accent, never someone my own age. Connie’s voice wasn’t much deeper than the other boys in class, but without the spiky, south-east London timbre, it sounded mellow. A muffled chortle filled the classroom, but Connie wasn’t put off. He read with real eloquence. Miss Peacock allowed him to complete a whole page. After Miss thanked him Connie turned to me, beaming. I was tempted to just stare him out and put him off thinking of me as a potential friend, yet my lips slipped into a smile. But only for a moment. We continued reading until the bell rang for break time. I rose quickly, grabbed my coat and ran out before Connie had a chance to attach himself to me.

The bench where I normally spent break time was under a plane tree close to the football pitches. I unfolded the local paper Mum had brought home last night and rested it on my lap. On the front page was another picture of the burnt-out house with soot-streaked brickwork and blackened windows. Before last Sunday, this three-storey Victorian terrace would have looked similar to the one I lived in. Now it had been reduced to a shell.

HOUSE PARTY INFERNO:
 DEATH TOLL RISES TO 11

MORE TEENAGERS SERIOUSLY
 ILL IN HOSPITAL

The news report didn’t tell me anything new. Nobody knew how the fire had started. One witness said that a cream-coloured Austin Princess was parked suspiciously close to the house, another claimed to have seen something hurled through the ground floor window. I turned to page two.

POISON IN THEIR PENS

GRIEVING RELATIVES GET HATE LETTERS

Relatives of the Black teenagers who died in the blaze at a birthday party in New Cross have had hate mail sent to their homes. One letter, posted from Catford, states, ‘What a great day it was when I heard about the niggers going up in flames. I hope the bastard that mugged me was there.’ A police spokesman said, ‘these letters are sickening to read but the Black community ought not to jump to conclusions about a racial element to the crime. We are keeping an open mind.’

Mum had scoffed last night after reading the article aloud and Miss Gladys kissed her teeth. I looked up from the paper. There was a smattering of brown faces dotted around the concourse, mostly students that came in by bus, from the edge of the neighbouring borough. There were three other brown girls in my year, two Nigerians and a girl called Tara who referred to herself as ‘half-caste, not Black’. None of them were in my form group. I felt too self-conscious to introduce myself but I’d nod if we passed in the corridor and they would sometimes nod back. I couldn’t see any of these girls about now. As usual, the boys were playing footy and Mr Jones was rolling a cigarette. A few girls lounged on the grassy mound, plaiting each other’s hair. For the past week, the fire had been all we’d talked about at home, yet at school I hadn’t heard anybody even mention it.

My eyes snagged Mark on the football pitch, his shaggy brown hair flopping around his face. His warm breath appeared as puffs of white in the cold air as he zipped up and down the pitch, demanding that the ball be passed back to him. I wondered when he would drop some wisecrack to everyone about seeing me naked in the changing room. That I’d allowed him to see me naked. What on earth had made me do such a thing? I shrunk into my coat, doing up the top button and raising the collar. I told myself to just keep my head down, to stay out of his sight. Hopefully, nothing would be said today and after the weekend it would be forgotten about.

Connie emerged from the school building wearing a khaki-coloured parka. He spotted me and proceeded to walk over; head high, shoulders back. I fumbled with the pages of the newspaper, my gloves unable to get a good grip. Connie nodded a greeting but rather than sitting beside me, he remained standing, watching the football. I was relieved but I still couldn’t concentrate on the article I was reading.

After a couple of minutes, the ball hit the goalpost and rolled off the pitch. Connie took his hands out of his pockets and trapped the ball with his left foot, then elegantly flicked and caught it. Mark came running up.

‘Oi! Sambo, hands off!’

A crease appeared in Connie’s forehead. His open, expectant smile faded.

‘My name is Connie.’

Mark scoffed. ‘Yeah, and in’t that a girl’s name? Think I’d prefer Sambo.’

Connie allowed the ball to slip from his hands and it thudded onto the concrete.

‘My name is not Sambo. It’s Connie,’ he said, his voice low but firm.

‘Whatever. Can’t you take a joke?’

Then Mark was back on the pitch without a second glance. Connie watched him weaving between the other boys, effing-and-blinding his way towards the goal. I watched him too, with a sick feeling binding my stomach. Mark may not have directed the racial slur at me, but hadn’t I been sitting right there? He had given me a scrap of attention, and it had made me believe that maybe he didn’t really mean the cruel things he said. How could I have lulled myself into such stupidity? I felt as exposed as I did in the changing room, but heated by a different sort of shame.

‘Just ignore him from now on,’ I heard myself say. ‘He’s an idiot.’

Connie put his hands back in his coat pockets and continued to gaze at the pitch. Mark had scored a goal and was running about the playground with his arms aloft, his teammates chasing after him, cheering and tugging at his jumper.

‘You’ll get used to it here.’ I lied.
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At home time, the usual mass of navy-blue-clad bodies spilled from the school gates on Jamaica Road. Although the Comprehensive brought together fifteen hundred pupils from across the north side of the borough, over half of the students lived on the Marsh Town Estate. The vast housing complex’s silver-grey maisonettes sprawled northwards from the school grounds, eventually nestling at the banks of the Thames. At its centre were two tower blocks: Milligan House and Hibbert Court, each twenty-four floors of concrete, steel and glass. Like most street names and places around our way, Marsh Town remembered the days when Britain had its empire and the local docks were thriving. At school we learnt that Mr Milligan and Mr Hibbert were two nineteenth-century businessmen whose fortunes came from their ‘interests’ in the West Indies.

Mum had put her name on the waiting list for a flat on the estate five years ago, but we were still waiting. I lived half a mile away in a house on a street the council had earmarked for demolition in the 1960s but had never got around to pulling down. 59 Lime Grove had draughty sash windows and an ice-cold bathroom squashed between the kitchen and the outside loo. The house belonged to my Auntie Sybil and her husband Earl. They and their four children slept in the three bedrooms on the first floor, while Mum and me had the attic room. Miss Gladys slept on the ground floor, in what was once the dining room.

It was Friday and my cousins had gone to hang out with friends after school; I stood alone at the Pelican crossing. The cold was seeping through the knit of my scarf. I wound it around my neck once more, doubling the thickness, then I pushed the button again.

‘You walk home by yuself?’ Connie said, arriving at my side.

‘Yeah.’ I replied without looking at him. I willed the green man to appear.

‘Mi have an orange mi save from lunch, you want some?’

‘No. Thank you.’

All day I’d been trying to be helpful without giving him, or anyone else, the impression that just because we were both Black, we were the same. I’d only spoken to him when it was absolutely necessary during lessons and had expected that after his run-in with Mark Barrett he would follow my example of how to behave. But Connie had made no attempt to keep his head down. He’d volunteered to hand out history textbooks, collected our science test sheets and put his hand up to answer every maths question the teacher set us.

When the traffic lights finally changed I walked across the street and into the park, just managing to keep abreast of Connie’s leisurely strides. There were thick privet hedges around the park’s entrance, so you couldn’t be easily seen from the road. I decided that I could afford to be a bit friendlier now we were further from school. Perhaps I could make him understand the rules. I was deciding how to begin when Connie spoke up.

‘So you an English gyal.’

‘Yeah. Well, sort of. I was born here. My family come from Jamaica, my mum arrived in 1962 before independence.’

‘You ever been to Jamaica?’

‘No, but my grandma’s told me loads about it. She came over in the ’70s, when I was just a baby. When did you get here?’ I asked.

‘Weeks ago and mi still nuh warm up yet!’

Connie chuckled, a deep, husky sound, his shoulders rising and falling in time with his laughter. There was a dimple in his right cheek I hadn’t noticed before. I smiled, then quickly covered my mouth and gave a fake cough.

‘Althea have t’ings to sort out before mi could start ah’ school.’

‘Who’s Althea?’

‘Mi muddah.’

‘How come you call her Althea?’

Connie shrugged. ‘I call her that from when mi was small. She say when mi call her Mamma it mek her feel old. Mi likkle breddah call her Mammy though, him two so she nuh mind that much. Althea’s a top-notch hairdresser; she plan to open up her own salon and call it Noir, which mean black in French. At the moment she work for a dragon name Mrs Samuels, but she determined to have her own place in the next t’ree years, by the time she reach thirty.’

‘What? Your mum’s only twenty-seven!’

‘Nearly, her birthday’s not till July. My birthday is November 28th. When yuh born?’

‘May.’

‘Yuh Gemini or Cancer?’

‘I dunno. Gemini I think.’

‘Good. An air sign. Althea say Fire and Air get on well.’

My mum said only eediats believed in horoscopes, but I didn’t say that to Connie. He carried on talking about his mother and her plans, his face all smiles while I calculated that Althea must have been fifteen when she had Connie. Auntie Sybil was always on at the twins, Marcia and Margery, about the misery and shame of being a teenage mum. Yet Connie’s mum hadn’t been held back, she’d travelled halfway across the world. I silently mouthed her name, letting my tongue savour the softness of the syllables ‘Al-the-a’.

My mum’s name was Alma, which I once read meant ‘nourishing, kind soul’. When I suggested that her name went well with her job, she kissed her teeth. ‘Mi name could be Florence Nightingale but some of dem ward sisters would still treat mi like dem skivvy – not a qualified nurse.’ Mum was forever telling me how people would be more impressed by my brains than my face, my hair or my name. But from what I saw at school my intelligence didn’t count for much, and as far as I could tell, being popular went hand-in-hand with being pretty, which meant having silky hair and white skin. Black beauty also seemed to be measured by hair and the lightness of your complexion. The Black women in the Miss World pageants on TV were never dark and they never had Afros. Like Mum, I had good hair, but we both had mid-brown skin. Mum would be thirty-six in October, an old woman compared to Al-the-a.

Connie continued strolling along beside me, right up until we arrived at my gate.

‘Wow, this is a proper ol’ time house!’ he said, tilting his head back. ‘Is here you live?’

‘Yeah. Whereabouts do you live?’

‘Hibbert Court.’

‘But that’s back on the estate. You’ve gone in completely the opposite direction.’

Connie shrugged.

‘Will you be all right going back on your own? I mean, it’s getting dark.’ Connie was silent. ‘D’you actually know the way back?’

Connie looked down at his plimsolls. ‘Well . . . mi not altogether certain.’

Miss Gladys was standing at the kitchen stove, using the bright blue flame to singe bristles off chicken wings. Whenever I saw grandmothers on telly they were wrinkly, bespectacled white women in pastel-coloured cardigans and flat, fluffy slippers. Miss Gladys wore bell-bottom pants that hugged her broad backside, and she was partial to high heels, faux fur coats and wigs. Her red-brown face was plump and unlined, that is, until she laughed.

She looked up when I entered the room and raised an eyebrow. ‘Hey babylove. Ah who dis yuh bring come ’ere?’

‘This is Cornelius . . . Connie. He’s a new boy in my class.’

‘Please to meet yuh, Connie.’

‘Howdeedo mam,’ he mumbled.

‘Bwoy! Yuh put mi in the mind of Rita Daniel’s grandson, Willis. Is last summer him come up from yard. Is which part ah Jamaica yuh from?’

‘Mi live with mi grandparents ah St Elizabeth.’

‘Mi should ah guess. It’s all that good yam and green banana that mek yuh so big and strong. Daphne, slice a likkle bun and cheese for yuh and yuh friend nuh.’

‘He can’t stay. I never meant to bring him here. He’s sort of lost his way home.’

Connie looked down at the rug, shifting from one foot to the other.

‘Where yuh live?’ asked Miss Gladys.

‘Up ah Hibbert Court mam. Mi muddah usually work late on Friday and her . . . fiancé . . . who we live with ah work nights at the car plant and mi nuh fi disturb him, so she gi’ me dis.’

Connie partially unzipped his parka and pulled out a latchkey attached to some string. Miss Gladys switched off the gas hob.

‘Well it nuh too far from here. Yuh can have a slice of bun and cheese before we go.’

It was dusk by the time we entered the estate, but Connie and Miss Gladys were walking at Caribbean pace, chatting like old friends.

‘So yuh muddah work ah Mrs Samuels’s salon, that’s up near Market Street, me hear she often ah look for staff. Yuh father deh ’a’ere too?’

‘No mam, him run off to America before mi born. Althea say him did plan fi send fi us, but it never work out.’

Connie spoke with such lightness that at first I thought I’d misheard him. I didn’t have a dad either, but had never told a soul. I hadn’t thought it was unusual until I started school. When I told Mum I’d heard the other kids say that you needed a mummy and a daddy to be born, I remember a frown appearing across her forehead. It was the first time I realised how deep the furrows were – how the lines left faint traces when she eventually relaxed her face. ‘You did have a daddy once,’ she said, ‘and all you need to know is that he walk away, leave us and we better off without him. Now, me send you to school to listen to the teacher – not the pickney, dem nuh know everything and dem nuh need to know you business neither.’ So, I played along, drawing pictures and writing stories that featured my mummy and a daddy.

As I grew older, I’d noticed Mum did her fair share of playing along too. She kept a thin gold band in her purse and would slip it on whenever she went with me to doctors’ appointments or parents’ evenings. Later, when I moved up from the infant school to the juniors, I overheard Michelle Sullivan and Joanne Cole talking about how kids without dads were called bastards and that their mums were slags who couldn’t keep a bloke. I felt so ashamed. I’d vowed to never let on to the kids at school and I hoped that Connie wouldn’t go blabbing about his lack of a dad, assuming that it was normal.

‘Yuh muddah lucky she find work so quickly,’ said Miss Gladys. ‘T’ings nuh good right now. Plenty people ah lose dem job.’

‘Mi muddah nuh just come ah England,’ said Connie. ‘She deh here t’ree year almost. But last summer Gramma get sick. Although she tell him not to, Papa write to say him cyaah cope. So Althea send for mi, even though she nuh land.’

Miss Gladys’s pace seemed to slow down even more. When she spoke her voice was low. ‘What? She nuh land yet?’

Connie paused, biting his bottom lip. ‘Mi nuh really suppose to mention that part.’

Miss Gladys nodded, she smiled at the boy. ‘It’s all right. Mi understand.’

I didn’t. I wanted to know why Connie suddenly looked so uncomfortable. But Miss Gladys didn’t ask any more questions.

The lift smelt of wee and pine disinfectant and groaned as it staggered up to the eighteenth floor. The doors cranked open, revealing a long passageway lit with bulbs that had a pale blue tint. We followed Connie along the corridor until he came to number 1815. He slid his latchkey into the lock but before he could turn it, the door swung open revealing a tall woman whose cornrow braids were heavy with beads. Her dark brown skin reminded me of the lignum-vitae woodcarvings on my grandma’s dressing table. This must be Al-the-a. A small child dressed in blue pyjamas, rested on her hip.

‘There yuh are sweetness! Mi lef’ work early and expect to find yuh here already.’

‘I went to the park. Then mi wasn’t sure how fi get back here. Sorry.’

‘Mi was about to go look for yuh—’

‘Who’s that?’ Althea was interrupted by a man’s voice coming from inside the flat. ‘Is that the bwoy? Where him deh till now?’

Connie swallowed and looked down at the floor.

Althea leant back to reply. ‘Yes darlin’. Connie reach.’ Her voice faltered and there was an awkward stiffness that wasn’t there before. ‘Him safe and sound. He’s here with a nice woman and a gyal from him school . . . ’

She trailed off as a tall man in a donkey jacket appeared, his broad frame filling the doorway. He had a long, handsome face with high cheekbones and when his dark eyes flitted across to me, I felt I should keep very still. Then suddenly his look softened. Creases fanned out from the corners of his eyes and although his smile revealed slightly crooked teeth, I thought he was very good-looking. He turned to Connie.

‘Glad yuh come back safe. But man must learn to act responsible and with more consideration.’

‘Actually, my granddaughter invited this nice young man to our home after school. That is why he got lost. I would have telephoned but he didn’t want to disturb you so I thought we’d better bring him back immediately, which is a pity as we would have love for him to stay and have dinner with us.’

I was taken aback by this new story from Miss Gladys, as well as by the way she was speaking. She only ever used her Proper English voice when she spoke to white people; it was her way of showing that she was not to be trifled with. I looked up at her but Miss Gladys’s gaze was glued on the man in the doorway.

‘Well that is very kind of you mam.’ His tone had adjusted too, and now I detected the trace of a South London accent. ‘I’m working nights and I like for him to be home before I leave. Yuh see how his muddah worry. T’ank you for going to so much trouble.’

‘Yuh better go now Tobias,’ said Althea mildly, ‘yuh be late for work.’

Tobias reached inside and grabbed a khaki satchel. He gave Althea a peck on the cheek and shook Miss Gladys’s hand. We were silent, watching him jog down the corridor and get into the waiting lift.

Althea shifted her infant son to her other hip and tugged Connie inside. He was only a fraction shorter than his mum, but she drew him to her and kissed his cheek. He looked down, embarrassed; still he nestled into the curve of her side.

‘T’anks for seeing mi bwoy home,’ said Althea. ‘Nuh go all shy now, tell the nice lady t’anks.’

‘Thank yuh mam,’ said Connie.

‘Yuh may call mi Miss Gladys,’ she said, her accent relaxing into its usual rhythm. ‘Mi hope we see yuh at our house again soon, but tell yuh muddah next time, nuh mek her fret.’

‘Yes mam – I mean, Miss Gladys.’

‘I’m Althea,’ said Connie’s mum. ‘Mi very pleased to meet yuh. And who is this?’ she added, her large, kohl-lined eyes resting on me.

‘I’m Daphne. I’m in Connie’s class at school.’

‘Well mi pleased to meet yuh too sweetheart. She pretty innit Connie? She have good hair. Mi would gladly drill it in cornrow for yuh, t’read some bead in ah’ the ends, mek yuh look even prettier than yuh do already.’

Althea was beaming at me and I looked down at my shoes to hide my glee. I heard Miss Gladys chuckle, her mirth genuine rather than polite. I liked Althea. I was sure Grandma liked her too.

After leaving the tower block, we linked arms and retraced our steps through the estate in a contented silence. I piped up when we crossed over Jamaica Road and started towards home.

‘Connie’s folks seem nice.’

‘Yes. The muddah seem like a sweet woman.’ I waited for Grandma to comment on Tobias, but she said nothing more.

‘Were you really going to invite Connie to stay and eat with us?’

‘Of course. Yuh never bring a friend home before.’

‘He’s not my friend. I’m just supposed to help him settle in.’

‘Mi sure yuh the best person for the job.’ Miss Gladys caught me rolling my eyes. ‘What? It nuh nice to finally have another Black child in yuh class?’

‘I suppose, but he was born in Jamaica and I was born here. We’re different.’

Miss Gladys shook her head, a smile playing across her mouth.

‘Grandma, what did Connie mean when he said Althea no land yet?’

Miss Gladys hesitated. Mrs Blake, who lived at number 55, was walking along the street towards us; my grandma nodded a greeting and Mrs Blake nodded back. When she passed us Miss Gladys peered over her shoulder, waiting until our neighbour was out of earshot.

‘It’s what dem say when a person nuh have the papers dem need to stay in the country.’

‘Why d’you need papers for that?’

‘Yuh just do, if yuh nuh born here.’ We’d reached our gate, but before lifting the latch Miss Gladys turned to me. ‘Yuh nuh fi tell anyone what Connie say to us about that. Promise me Daphne.’

Miss Gladys spoke in a low, sombre tone. I had more questions, but sensed now was not the time.

‘All right. I promise.’

Mum was the last of the grown-ups to arrive home that evening; hauling herself into the kitchen just as Miss Gladys was dishing up supper. She sank down on one of the dining chairs, unhooking the wide elastic belt girdling her waist.

‘That new ward sister, she facety yuh know! Mi nursing since she was a teenybopper, but she come tell me how fi fold sheets.’

‘She prejudice?’ asked Auntie Sybil.

‘No, just badmind,’ Mum replied.

‘Come eat now Alma,’ said Miss Gladys, ‘yuh nuh have fi deal with her till Monday.’

Nobody ever sat in the front sitting room except on special occasions. Instead, the telly was positioned in the kitchen bay window and that half of the room had become more of a lounge. My cousins and I had already eaten. Kiplyn lay sprawled across the rug with his head propped up by his hands, Devon was draped across the armchair, while Marcia, Margery and me were all squeezed on the leather-like sofa. I was almost as quiet at home as I was at school and preferred listening to talking. ‘Watch out fi Daphne, she’s always attending,’ Miss Gladys joked. ‘She’ll make a good news reporter. Or spy.’ I liked the idea of being a journalist on a newspaper, finding things out and then people reading what I’d written. Mum’s assessment of my listening skills was less flattering. ‘Ah faas, she faas,’ she said. ‘And remember faas make Anansi climb too high and end up ah housetop!’

The grown-ups’ conversation soon turned to the topic that had been on everyone’s mind all week. Auntie Sybil had passed the burnt-out house on her way to the biscuit factory that morning, a police officer had been stationed outside. Uncle Earl had heard that specialist officers were carrying out forensic tests. The police commander in charge had been on the news, stating there was ‘currently no evidence of a firebomb or any racist motive for the attack’.

‘No evidence mi foot!’ said Miss Gladys. ‘Just look pan all the racist yout’ round here? Wasn’t it a likkle more than a month ago Michael Fields get chased by a group of dem bal’ head boys?’

‘They’re called skinheads,’ said Devon, shifting in the armchair so he could address the adults but still see the TV screen. He had turned sixteen last month and shot up in height. ‘They knew it was Phil Barrett’s gang, but when Mrs Fields went to the police station to report it, the cops were going on like it was Michael that was in the wrong. They even asked him how long he’d had his hair in dreadlocks—’

‘Well mi nuh know why him locs-up him head, that’s just ah ask for trouble,’ said Uncle Earl flicking the ash from his cigarette. ‘And why yuh ah listen to big people conversation?’

‘Cos it affects us Pops innit?’ said Marcia. ‘Everyone knows there’s loads of NF in the police and they’ll protect their own. The bloody stinking pigs!’

‘Eh-eh – wi nuh want that kind of talk here young lady!’ snapped Auntie Sybil.

Marcia folded her arms and tutted.

‘You know, we might have gone to that party,’ said Margery, her tone reflective. ‘I heard some of the teenagers jumped from the second-storey windows with their clothes alight. People were pouring water on them while they lay on the pavement.’

‘Mi hear that too,’ said Mum quietly.

Auntie Sybil exchanged looks with her husband. ‘Well unnu nuh ah go to any party from now on,’ she said. ‘And mi nuh want yuh hanging about pan the street ah night-time neither, yuh hear?’

In unison my cousins mumbled, ‘Yes, Mum.’ Their eyes flitted across to one another. They were making a pact among themselves to go on with the business of being teenagers, never mind their anxious parents and racist white people. I wished that they would include me in their unspoken agreement, but I was just their little cousin.

‘Anyway mi ah go win the pools this week,’ said Uncle Earl, forcing a change of topic. ‘Then mi can fix up this place and buy a piece ah land back ah yard for our retirement – or for when dem repatriate us, whichever come first.’

Auntie Sybil rose to clear the table. ‘Eh-eh! Perhaps if yuh’d saved all the money yuh spen’ on the pools and up ah Ladbrokes this past twenty-odd years, wi could have already fix up this house and buy land back home. The only good luck yuh ever had, Earlston Cameron Macintosh, was meeting me!’

Uncle Earl pulled her towards him, his arms tight around her waist. ‘Well then that must mek mi the luckiest mon in the world!’

He kissed his wife’s hand. Auntie Sybil gave a nonchalant toss of her head, although any pretence of being annoyed dissolved, along with her pout.

There was the loud scrape of a dining chair being pushed back and Mum carried dirty plates to the sink, the rubber soles of her black lace-ups squeaking as she walked. I noticed Miss Gladys was watching her and I thought I saw Mum’s back stiffen, but she didn’t turn around.

That night I lay for ages waiting for sleep to come. The alarm clock by Mum’s side of the bed showed twenty past ten. Mum hadn’t come upstairs yet. I slid my hand beneath my nightie, caressing my thigh and moving upwards. I knew boys touched their privates and I suspected that it wasn’t a particularly ladylike thing for girls to do, but it calmed me. First, I ran my fingers through the curly, coarse hair that was beginning to cover my fanny, then I parted my legs and touched my crotch. I remembered the sensation that had fizzed through me in the swimming cubicle when Mark was staring. I felt that same pleasure stirring again; it was nice. Suddenly, I conjured Mark’s face. I sat up abruptly, shaking my head, trying to dislodge the image. I decided to get up and make myself some warm milk to help me sleep.

All the bedroom doors on the first floor were shut; Auntie Sybil, Uncle Earl and my cousins had gone to bed. The light in the downstairs hallway was my guide along the chilly landing and down the stairs. The kettle was whistling but as I reached the kitchen door, its screeching was silenced. I heard Miss Gladys’s voice.

‘Wah yuh t’ink it’s like for Daphne seeing yuh so vex all the time? Every night this week yuh come home with yuh face pout up.’

‘Mi nuh must pout up when mi ah spend eight hours a day taking orders from a gyal nearly five years younger than mi, all because she ah State Registered Nurse – rather than Enrolled. Cha! Almost every Black nurse mi know is an SEN, dem funnel us down that path when we come here for training, now tell us we underqualified – even though we could run a ward every bit as good as the white gyaldem.’

‘It nuh just work that make you vex,’ said Miss Gladys. ‘Nowadays it’s whenever Earl and Sybil show a likkle affection to each other. Nuh shake yuh head at me Alma, mi see how yuh stay. Yuh t’ink mi nuh know what it’s like to be lonely?’

I knew that I ought to either enter the room or go back to bed. I held my breath, conscious of how it would look if I were caught lingering at the door. This wasn’t attending while the big people ah talk, this was eavesdropping: nosy, sneaky, faas.

‘Huh! Between Dennis and Wishbone when yuh have time fi lonely?’

‘Alma, mi ah widow longer than mi was a wife. Yuh daddy is still the finest person mi ever know. A real gentleman. But nuh nuttin’ wrong with seeking comfort.’

Mum sighed. ‘I’m sorry. Mi nuh judging yuh. Sybil neither. Unnu choose good men. Unlike the wretch mi have baby for. Mi should ah realise that if someone name “Easy”, then there must be a good reason. Easy by name, easy by nature. Wutless man!’

I shivered. Mum had never mentioned my father by name before. Mostly he was never mentioned at all. I quietly exhaled, whispering Easy. Whatever Mum thought, I liked the name. It was mysterious. Cool.

‘If yuh must know, mi buck up on that jack-arse the other day,’ said Mum. ‘Mi waiting for the bus and him pull up in him nice car ah grin him teet’ at me.’

‘He ask after him pickney?’

‘Him did ask how she keeping, but mi nuh tell him nuttin.’ Mi cuss him off with some bad word. All he can say before him drive away is “Alma yuh hard-sah”. Mi in uniform at the time and so it’s lucky nobody report me for bad conduct.’

‘Oh Alma . . . ’ Miss Gladys’s tone was weary. ‘Yuh never stop and t’ink about Daphne? Wutless or not, him still her father. Yuh nuh t’ink it time she know about him?’

‘No! Besides, she nuh interested. She never ask about him anymore, she understand him nuh part of our lives.’

‘Huh! It’s not that she nuh interested. She worried yuh t’ink her disloyal if she ask about him. Yuh need fi watch that yuh nuh strain her loyalty.’

Mum was silent. I sensed their conversation had come to an end. I stepped away as noiselessly as I could; then tiptoed back upstairs. I was now wide awake. Trying to imagine this man called Ea-sy.
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