


 

BEATRICE

Beatrice sits on a plastic bench in Trafalgar Square, waiting for the night bus to take her back to Bermondsey. Her legs are aching from an eight-hour shift of cleaning and folding, wiping and sponging. But the most tiring part, she finds, is the endless tramping up and down the long, windowless corridors that wind through the hotel, each one identical to the last so that it would be easy to forget where you were unless you had the room numbers to remind you. At work she misses the daylight most of all. The building seems hermetically sealed, kept alive only by recycled air. At Catholic school back in Uganda, she’d read a book by Virginia Woolf that talked about a hotel being a place where even the flies that sat on your nose had been on someone else’s skin the day before. That is how the Rotunda felt: arid, stuffy, loveless.

Normally, she didn’t mind it too much. She had been a waitress for a short time at the Hotel Protea in Kampala when it opened, serving ladlefuls of posho to rich tourists and Kenyan businessmen, and she had got used to the peculiar rhythm of hotel etiquette, the small niceties that would ensure a bigger tip. Once, a white man had left her a $50 note simply because she had brought him a citronella candle when the mosquitoes started buzzing. She had noticed him when he walked into the restaurant, skinny and worried-looking, wearing a beige money belt and two mushroom-coloured bands round his wrists that were meant to protect tourists from insect bites except they never did. His face had been flush with relief when she brought the candle. It gave Beatrice pleasure to see it and, for a brief moment, she had felt valued.

The Mayfair Rotunda was different because she worked behind the scenes and hardly ever got tips. Every day, she cleaned up after people, emptying their bins of used condoms, scooping out their hair from the plugholes, wiping the mirrors free of toothpaste flecks. It was draining work with minimal satisfaction. Beatrice liked things to look clean but then she would come back the next day and the room would be in disarray, as if she had never been, as if she didn’t exist.

Today had been particularly bad. The man in Room 423 … she shudders to think of him, pressed up so close against her she could feel the bristle of his stubble against her neck, could smell the rottenness of his breath. A coil of anger tightens in the pit of her stomach. How she hated men like that, men who believed they could take what they wanted and treat her like meat. She feels humiliated – not for herself but for them, that they could be so pathetic.

It is part of the job, she has come to realise. Bitter experience has taught her it is better not to resist but to be pliant, to allow them to do their silly business and get it over with. All the maids have the same problem: oversexed businessmen and adulterous foreigners. They tend to clean in pairs now, each one doing an adjoining room, so that if anything ever gets nasty or goes further than you want it to, you can scream out and bang the walls. Otherwise, if you’re not being asked to do anything you don’t want to, it can be a handy way to make extra money. Some of the girls have regular clients. Ewelina, from Poland, has a guy called Franz who comes over from Austria every month and has given her a Rolex watch. Beatrice is pretty sure it is fake but hasn’t the heart to tell her.

But the man today – the fat one in the robe, with hairs growing out of his nose – had not paid Beatrice. Once it was over, he’d tightened his belt, patted her on the bottom and leered at her, as though she had been a willing participant, as though she had wanted him to rub against her until he came. Stupid idiot. Beatrice had stared at him sullenly until he’d been forced to look away. She left the room without replacing his bottle of Chablis or drawing his curtains. She hoped she wouldn’t get in trouble for that.

She glances up at the digital display board to find out how long the next bus will be but it is broken so she has to sit here, patiently, waiting for a bus that might or might not come in the next half-hour. Waiting always seems to take so much longer when you don’t know how long it will be for, she thinks. 

Mrs Dalloway, that was what the book had been called. It had seemed so far removed from her own experience and yet here she is, living in the same city it described, all those years ago. London wasn’t recognisable to her when she first arrived, despite having read so much about it. It was so much bigger than it had appeared on the page, so much more foreign, and although Beatrice should have been intimidated by this, she found instead that she took a kind of comfort from the hugeness of the city. She craved London’s anonymity, the constant reinvention of the streets, the silence of strangers that would, in any other context, have been unfriendly but which gave Beatrice space to breathe for what felt like the first time in years. She grew to love the overlooked beauty of the urban sprawl, the mismatched things you wouldn’t expect: the evening sunlight glinting against a steel girder on the Westway, the flat sheets of cardboard in the Waterloo subway where people slept huddled against the wind, the angry graffiti scrawled across a tube carriage, the flaking paint on advertising billboards, the tin-foil glimmer of a flickering street-lamp bulb against white birch bark. All of it felt to Beatrice like freedom.

She wonders what happened to her copy of Mrs Dalloway. She’d had to leave it behind, like everything else. She had been good at school. She wishes she’d been able to stay at university. Hard to remember now but she was studying to be a lawyer.

Across the street from her, there is a bulky shadow, hunkered down in the doorstep of a gentlemen’s outfitter’s. Her eyes adjust gradually to the dark and she realises the shape conceals a person, coddled tightly in a sleeping bag like a caterpillar snug in its cocoon. She can just make out the tip of a head, covered in a beanie hat, and a flash of skin beneath.

A drunken group of men in matching rugby shirts are trailing their way through the Square, slapping each other’s backs, loudly reciting the course of the evening to anyone who happens to pass within earshot. 

‘Gagging for it, mate,’ she hears one of them shout. ‘Fucking all over you.’

Men. All after the same thing.

Up on the fourth plinth, Beatrice’s attention is caught by a dull strip of gold, picked out by the soft moonlight. She read in the Evening Standard that some artists have put an oversized boy on a rocking horse there, where normally you would expect to see grave-faced generals on horseback. She likes the idea of this. It makes her smile. There is something in the rocking-horse boy’s carefree attitude – one arm raised aloft in pure, unencumbered happiness – that reminds her of John, her little brother. He would be ten now, she thinks, and a heaviness tugs at her heart. 

After a quarter of an hour, a Number 47 swings into view. Beatrice stands, feeling the stiffness in her shoulders and her calf muscles. She slips her Oyster card out of the fake-leather handbag she bought in the Primark sale last year and swipes it across the reader as the driver looks at her with tired eyes. He has light, youthful skin and wears a turban.

He nods at her, just the once, just to let her know that he feels the kinship of the night-worker, that he understands what it is to be one of those silent, uncomplaining people who clean rooms and drive buses and stack shelves and sweep streets into the early hours, who fuel this vast and friendless city, who feed its pavements and drains with sweat and silent submission, who stay hidden from view, passed over by richer residents who believe it all happens without any effort. She sees the bus driver convey this in the smallest inflexion of his head, in the tiniest upturn of the corners of his mouth. She wants to lean over and hold his hand, through the gap in the screen, simply so they can reassure each other that their blood runs warm, that life still pulses in their veins, but she stops herself – just. She smiles at him, then moves to the mid-section of the bus, sliding into the window-seat. The grey upholstery smells faintly of curry.

She leans her head against the glass and dozes, lulled by the juddering of the engine and the tinging of the bell for request stops. A man behind her is burbling to himself, talking in a stream of swear words and furious rejoinders to an imagined opponent. When she turns round, she sees he is swigging from a clear bottle, the neck of it protruding from a brown paper bag.

‘What are you looking at, you fucking nigger?’

Beatrice scowls at him. She is neither afraid nor shocked. You get used to such things, living in this city. It is the price you pay for safety. Besides, she has known worse abuse. The police at home had stripped her, forced her to walk through her village naked, then beaten her unconscious and left her on a concrete floor for days without food. Verbal abuse was nothing compared to that, to the humiliation of it.

And then there was the bigger pain, the one she chooses not to think about. Every time she senses the ugliness encroach, she makes herself imagine something else, something easy and sunny and smooth and clean-smelling like bleach in a bath-tub.

But sometimes, in spite of her best efforts, a flash of it will come back to her when she least expects it. She will hear the echo of a muffled scream while she is waiting to cross the road. The traffic lights will slip from amber into red and she will blink, forgetting where she is, finding herself back there, back in the faraway bedroom with his weight on top of her, a bead of his sweat dropping into her open mouth. Or she will be doing her weekly load at the launderette and she will suddenly remember the sour-cream taste of him in her mouth and she will have to sit down to gather her breath before she finds enough strength to continue pushing the clothes into the washing machine’s metal drum. Or she will simply be sitting, staring into space, and a splinter-clear piece of remembered past will slice into her mind’s eye and it will come back to her in its entirety: the force of it, the mass of him, the sickness that followed, the sense of betrayal and the shame she was angry with herself for feeling.

By the time Beatrice gets back to her flat on Jamaica Road, it is after 1 a.m. and her legs feel so heavy she can barely make it up the four flights of stairs. She slides her key into the lock with relief and goes straight to the electric heater to plug it in. Five years in this country and the cold still seeps into her bones.

Beatrice flicks on the light. Her flat is small and basic. There is a bed-sitting room with a single mattress that doubles up as a sofa and, to one side, a galley kitchen with two gas rings and a rickety grill. A grimy bathroom is situated behind the front door, the tiles spotted with black along the grouting, the shower head covered with a rash of limescale. A smell of damp pervades. When she hangs up wet clothes, they never seem to dry.

She rents the flat from Mr Khandoker, a Bengali man with heavy eyebrows and a permanently sour expression. Mr Khandoker owns several properties in this block, including the ground-floor porter’s flat which for months has had sagging cardboard pressed against empty window-frames. The cardboard has the word ‘Shurgard’ spelled across it in black block capitals and there is a rip at the base of the letter H through which Beatrice can sometimes catch a glimpse of movement: a rapid shifting through the shadows. She is never sure if the movement belongs to humans or rats and has never wanted to find out. It is better, in this block, to keep your curiosity to yourself.

Beatrice tried not to have too much to do with Mr Khandoker. He would turn up on her doorstep every week wearing a pale yellow salwar kameez dotted with oily stains which she assumed were from the spit and fizzle of a too-hot frying pan and she would hand over her rent money in worn £10 notes. Once, Mr Khandoker had offered to cash a cheque for her and when he returned with half the amount she had been expecting, he explained to Beatrice that of course he had to take interest and did she think he was a charity, handing out free money to worthy causes? No, he said, he was a businessman: one of Thatcher’s children.

She didn’t make that mistake again. And really, she has cause to be grateful to Mr Khandoker. He is nowhere near as bad as some of the private landlords Beatrice hears about. If she pays him on time, he leaves her alone.

She tries to remind herself of her luck but her mood remains heavy and listless. Beatrice makes herself a slice of toast under the grill, waiting for the corners of the white bread to curl with the heat. She butters the toast thickly from a tub of Flora then rips open a packet of sugar taken from the hotel and sprinkles it generously across the margarine. She bites into it, feeling the sweetness hit the back of her throat. 

She wipes the crumbs from her mouth and sits on the bed to take off her clumpy flat shoes. Then, as she allows herself to do for a brief period every single night, she starts to cry. Her shoulders slump forward and she holds her head in her hands, her breath coming in gulps, tears dropping onto the bare floorboards. For five minutes, she summons all the stored-up pain and buried memory and lets the sadness wash over her. She will not let anyone else see her do this, ever. She will not allow them – the man in Room 423, the drunk on the bus, the police back home – to know her weakness. This sadness is hers alone. A precious, shielded thing.

After the tears, Beatrice feels lighter, more herself. She strips off her black clothes, hanging them carefully over the back of a wooden chair without creasing so that she can wear them again tomorrow. She is saving up to buy an iron.

As she goes through to the bathroom, she catches sight of the photograph of Susan, hanging on the wall from a crooked nail. Susan is smiling and the sun catches her hair. Her cheeks are sweating lightly – Susan always hated her cheeks and said they made her look fat but Beatrice loved them. They reminded her of plumped-up pillows. She’d taken the photograph in the café they went to on their first date, although, of course, neither of them would admit what it was until later. 

In the photo, Susan is holding a glass of Coca-Cola with a straw. She always drank full fat, never Diet. Said she didn’t like the taste.

Beatrice kisses the tips of her fingers and lets her hand rest on the frame for a few moments. She has no idea whether she’ll ever see Susan again. The two of them had been split up, shortly after they’d escaped over the border to the Congo and paid a human trafficker to take them to the UK. It had cost Beatrice £21,000. She’d given the trafficker a plot of land her father owned. For the first and only time in her life, Beatrice had been grateful her father was dead and that she’d inherited a share of his fortune.

‘It’s not safe for both of you to go at the same time,’ the trafficker had said, chewing on one end of a cocktail stick. He had grubby fingernails and wore a T-shirt with the sleeves ripped off. ‘One of you only. The other will follow.’

They’d had no choice. Susan squeezed Beatrice’s hand.

‘You go,’ she said. ‘I’ll follow.’

‘But …’

‘You’re ill. You should go first.’

Beatrice was still recovering from the effects of the police beating. Her back was pitted with sores. The cuts on her arms were not healing. The corner of one eye was still tender from a brutal punch.

If she had been stronger, more like herself, she wouldn’t have let Susan stay behind on her own. She would have thought of something to keep the two of them together. Because what was the point of any of it if they were separated? Why had they fought so hard if they were going to end up alone?

They couldn’t be together in Uganda. They’d be arrested or murdered before the year was out.

‘Devil-child’, that’s what Beatrice’s mother had called her.

Her own mother.

She’d looked her eldest daughter in the eyes and said it. 

But by then, Beatrice hadn’t cared, had only had space in her head for thoughts of Susan. She’d been obsessed, crazed. And Susan … she had been in love with her too, of that she was sure. And yet … she’d never followed her to London. 

They’d made a plan to meet outside Buckingham Palace, which was silly looking back, but it was the only landmark they could be sure of. On the appointed day, Susan hadn’t come. For twelve hours, Beatrice had waited in the drizzle, hugging her too-thin coat closer with every passing minute, not wanting her teeth to chatter. Her toes had grown numb, her legs ached with standing but, almost from superstition, she refused to move. She would not shift from her spot by the dour-looking statue of Queen Victoria, facing the gates and the flag, where they’d agreed they would find each other. She told herself that, if she moved, even just an inch to the left or right, Susan wouldn’t come. She made a deal with God in her mind: if I stand here, stock-still, for another hour, Susan will appear.

Beatrice waited until all the tourists had dispersed and the light had changed from rosy pink to sludge-grey and then slipped into dark blue dusk. Still no sign of her.

She’d gone back the next day and the one after that, thinking to herself that Susan must have got delayed or confused or was trying desperately to get a message to her and that she should be there, just in case, to welcome her to this strange city. She should be there, as promised, to prove her love.

But Susan never came. The drafts folder in the email account they’d set up in case either of them needed to communicate remained resolutely empty. Days, then weeks, then months and Beatrice never got word from her. Something must have gone wrong. The trafficker had gone back on his word. Her family had found her and dragged her back to Uganda against her will. Or she’d been taken by the authorities and thrown into a detention centre and it was only a matter of time until they were reunited. Surely that was it? Surely there was some sense to everything they had been through, some reason why?

Beatrice turns away from the photo. It is not good to think like this. Too many futile thoughts and she will become depressed again and when she is depressed, she cannot work, cannot so much as crawl out of bed for fear of the sky collapsing on her and the heavy grey clouds pinning her to the floor. When she gets like that, everything acquires a new, horrifying edge. The world around her sweats with an alien light. Buildings and roads and cars slough off their skins and become unfamiliar beings and Beatrice can’t leave the flat through sheer terror of what she might find on the other side of the door.

She must not let that happen. She needs the money to survive. She needs to buy an iron.

She brushes her teeth thoroughly, splashes soap and water on her face, then gets into bed. Something crinkles under her pillow and, when she slides her hand underneath, she realises it is that weekend’s paper. She’d picked it up on a bus for the TV listings. Beatrice throws it to the floor. The pages fly open and a photograph catches her eye, along the bottom of page seven.

Her gaze snaps into focus. It is the man from Room 423. He is much younger in the picture but she recognises his piggy little eyes and florid cheeks. Beatrice props the paper up on her knees to read it more closely. It is an article about optimism written by a girl called Esme Reade and the photograph caption identifies the man as ‘self-made millionaire’ Sir Howard Pink.

A millionaire, Beatrice thinks. She narrows her eyes. He should have paid her.

 





 

Beatrice

On Monday morning, Beatrice wakes up with a lovely, leaping sensation in her stomach. It is her day off: twenty-four hours of concentrated freedom without a single bed to make or toilet bowl to clean. She smiles at herself in the bathroom mirror as she slicks her hair back with wax and rubs cocoa butter into her elbows, making them soft. Then she catches herself grinning like an idiot and stops abruptly. Her teachers always said she had a happy nature but it seems silly to smile when there’s no one else around.

‘Beatrice always looks on the bright side,’ one of the nuns had written in a school report. She remembers her father had been pleased by that. 

‘It’s good to accentuate the positives, Beatrice,’ he said. He was wearing his fancy suit and tie. ‘Life is a big adventure.’

She looked up at him, blinking. She loved her father but was also in awe of him. He was so tall, she thought, that his head almost touched the sky. She was too shy to answer him that day and hid her face in her hands, glimpsing at the retreating shape of him through interlaced fingers. He laughed and walked out of the door, his slim briefcase swinging from one hand. In all of her memories, he is laughing.

He died when she was fifteen of an illness she hadn’t known the name of until she was older. And even then she hadn’t understood. They said it was sexually transmitted, the thing that made him lose weight until his flesh had sunk into his bones, that scarred his conker-smooth skin with scab-sore marks the texture of sandpaper.

AIDS. An odd label for a disease, she always thinks, when, according to her big, red English dictionary, ‘aid’ is a synonym for ‘help’.

Would her father still have loved her had he lived to know the truth of who she was? When the police discovered her and Susan in bed together, tipped off by a surly-faced villager, was her mother right when she said Beatrice had brought disgrace on the family? Would her father have disowned her too?

She will never have the answers. She likes to think he would have understood but people can surprise you. Even the ones you think you know better than anyone. Even the ones who are meant to love you.

She pours a sachet of Mayfair Rotunda instant coffee into a mug of boiled water for breakfast, then gets dressed in deliberately bright colours. After ten days of black uniform, Beatrice is desperate for a change. She picks out a neon-yellow T-shirt from TK Maxx and jeans that she found in a charity shop. They are a bit too tight, but the T-shirt is long enough to cover the slight flabbiness of her stomach. She zips up a red puffa jacket because she knows, even though it is sunny outside, she will still feel the cold. It is one of the things she fears she will never get used to in this country. That and the dark evenings. When she first arrived in London, at the B&B in Manor Park arranged by the trafficker, it had been winter. She did not know what to think when the sun disappeared at 4 p.m. and the temperature dropped. It was as if God had turned off the lights.

It had taken her a long while to acclimatise to the darkness and the damp. She felt as though every breath she took of London air was soaked through with a moisture that blocked her nose and thickened her throat. And then there had been the fog. Beatrice had read about the city’s opaque, settling mists in Dickens, but still her first experience of London fog took her unawares. When it had swept up from the banks of the Thames, rolling through the streets like smoke, she had felt unanchored from her surroundings, cocooned in a strange cotton-white numbness that served only to make her feel more alone. The fog seemed to settle in her chest. She had wheezed for days and when she coughed it sounded as if a small rattling ball had lodged itself in her windpipe.

Beatrice grabs her Primark bag and puts her wallet, the newspaper cutting and her mobile inside. As she leaves, she presses her fingers against the frame of Susan’s photo, and checks her fingertips for dust, automatically. Clean as a whistle, she thinks, proud of the colloquial turn of phrase. 

Once outside, she walks up the Jamaica Road to a small stretch of shops: a chemist, an internet café, a Halal grocer and a Chinese takeaway. When Beatrice makes extra tips from work, she likes to treat herself to Peking duck pancakes. Just thinking of the sweet-salt taste of the glutinous plum sauce and the cooling slivers of spring onion is enough to make her mouth water. She doesn’t have enough money this week. Tonight, it will be her regular meal of white bread smeared with tomato ketchup, accompanied by a few Tesco Value chicken nuggets on the side. She isn’t much of a cook and doesn’t particularly like the nuggets but she knows it’s important to eat protein to keep her strength up. And that’s the cheapest way she can do it. She thought she’d miss Ugandan food when she first came here but her taste buds have changed. Or maybe it’s just that she doesn’t want to be reminded of home, of her mother’s matoke and juicy pineapples and the nutty sweetness of a freshly picked banana. Better to have no memories. Better, after everything that happened.

Beatrice pushes the door of the internet café. Manny, a tall, bespectacled Somalian, is standing behind the counter, tinkering with a screwdriver and a laptop. He glances up when he hears the door.

‘Hey, Beatrice! How are you doing, my friend?’

He leans across the counter and does his special handshake: bent fingers, knuckle pressed against knuckle, a sweep of palm. His hand is dry. Beatrice smiles. Manny was the first friend she made in Bermondsey and has been a fund of useful information about housing benefits, community grant applications and government welfare schemes over the years. He has an extraordinary aptitude for making sense of complicated things, whether it be a computer chipboard or an eight-page form from the council, needing to be filled out in block capitals. It was Manny who had given her a mobile phone, handing it over one day with a sheepish smile.

‘I can’t take this, Manny …’ Beatrice had said.

‘Sure you can, sister.’

‘Where did you get it?’

Manny had ignored her and she knew, without him having to say anything more, that she was not to ask too many questions. In the end, she’d accepted the gift gratefully. One day, she knew, Manny would call in the favour. She was ready for it.

‘I’m good, Manny, good. How’s business?’

‘Oh you know what they say: Can’t complain. Mustn’t grumble.’ Manny throws his head back and roars with laughter, his mouth wide open so that she can see the startlingly red tip of his tongue. ‘How’s the hotel?’ he asks.

Beatrice shrugs.

‘Hey, listen. Do you mind if I use a computer?’

‘Be my guest,’ Manny says, gesturing towards the nearest terminal. ‘Number 4. Anything I can help you with?’

‘No. Thanks, Manny.’

He stares at her lazily. His pupils are dilated and his breath smells of marijuana smoke. She always wonders how much of Manny’s laid-back demeanour is the result of generous self-medication. Sometimes, on her way to a late shift, she’ll see Manny sitting on the low wall just outside the tube station, brazenly smoking an enormous spliff without any concern that he might be seen or arrested. He gathers waifs and strays around him, greeting them all with the same approachable smile, and if you didn’t know him, you’d think he was the nicest, softest person you’d ever seen. But she’s seen Manny turn, his temper gleaming and rapid as a flick-knife. You didn’t want to get on the wrong side of him. So far, Beatrice had managed not to.

For some reason, Manny had liked her from the start. She’d walked into his internet café one day on the edge of tears because she’d just heard her refugee status was up for review and needed to do some research but was struggling to understand the Home Office’s impenetrable bureaucratic language.

‘Why are you so sad?’ he’d asked, as if it were the most natural question in the world. And because it was the first time in months that a stranger had asked her how she was, the whole story had tumbled out of her. 

Almost the whole story.

She hasn’t told Manny she is a gay. She still hasn’t been able to find the words. Suppression does that to a person. Besides, she doesn’t kid herself: she knows that, if Manny is attracted to her, he will be more willing to do things for her. She is caught, internally, between thinking this is a dishonourable way to behave and believing, bitterly, that it is the least the world owes her. If she is to be forced to live a lie about her sexuality, Beatrice reasons, then at least she will live it to her own advantage.

None of this is Manny’s fault, of course. But he is a man. An African man. She has heard him talk about women. Sometimes, when she is in the internet café, the electronic bell will ring and it will be one of Manny’s many friends. They will saunter up to the counter, these friends, with their sleazy smiles and lazy gaits, with their hair close-cut to their scalps, their muscles slicked with the sweat of the night before. They look like young boys playing dress-up in jeans that are too big for them, slung low on their waist with their underpants on display for anyone to see.

These friends do not notice Beatrice sitting there, like a small, unimportant shadow of someone who used to be. Nor do they acknowledge the sullen, tattooed girl in the corner, tip-tapping on the keyboard with gel-tip nails to update her Facebook page. They do not notice the woman in a hijab, silently typing up her CV. They do not register any woman who has not expressly packaged herself to attract male attention. Instead, these friends walk straight up to Manny who stands there, like a king awaiting his courtiers, his face emerging from behind the refrigerated drinks shelves that are always optimistically stocked with faded cartons of exotic fruit juice: lychee, mango, papaya.

Yes, Beatrice has heard Manny talk about women: she has heard his dirty laughs and his whispered jokes and the slap of the palm of his hand in a congratulatory high-five. She knows men like Manny, who need sex and power like most people need bread and water. Even his name is a distillation of masculinity. She wonders, occasionally, whether Manny is a nickname, given to him by an admiring coterie of young men in acknowledgement of his sexual prowess. Or perhaps it genuinely was the name his parents gave him and the way he turned out was a fateful coincidence. ‘Nominative determinism’, they called it. She’d heard a discussion about it on the breakfast radio after a man called Mr Diamond had been forced to step down from his position as head of a failing bank, only to be replaced by a colleague called Mr Rich. She smiles at the thought of this.

‘Now that’s what I like to see!’ Manny reaches into the refrigerated shelves and hands Beatrice a carton of lychee juice. ‘A lovely smile on a beautiful woman.’

He winks. She rolls her eyes, accepts the juice and takes her seat at the computer.

‘Hey, Beatrice, one day you’ll realise we’re meant to be together.’

‘Yes, Manny. And one day pigs will take to the sky with wings.’

He guffaws then disappears into a back room to turn up the radio. A thumping reggae beat rings out just as Manny re-emerges and starts to dance, swaying his hips suggestively, eyes half-closed as he clasps an imaginary partner to him. An unlit joint is tucked behind his ear. She can’t help but laugh. Yet she tilts the screen ever so slightly away from the counter so Manny can’t see what she’s doing. There are elements of her life that Beatrice knows it would be wiser to keep private. Howard Pink, for instance. That was something she wanted to do on her own.

She logs on to the computer, double-clicking on the internet icon. She types ‘Sir Howard Pink’ into the Google search bar. Rapidly and methodically, she clicks through the relevant documents, assimilating information. It feels good to be using her brain again. She finds out that Sir Howard had started in business at the age of fifteen, selling clothes from a market stall. At twenty-one, he’d bought his first shop. By thirty, he was a millionaire. By thirty-five, after an aggressive corporate takeover, he had bought out the Paradiso Group of clothing shops. He was routinely in the top fifty of the Sunday Times Rich List, with an estimated fortune of £3.3 billion. He has a reputation for throwing lavish theme parties, which turns up a number of unexpected images: Sir Howard in an Hawaiian shirt and grass skirt on his fiftieth birthday, celebrated on a private Greek island with six hundred of his closest friends (and a performance by Stevie Wonder); Sir Howard laughing riotously while dressed up as a medieval pope; Sir Howard sporting a giant sombrero accompanied by an unsmiling blonde woman in a nurse’s outfit. Then there was all the stuff about his daughter, Ada, who had gone missing at the age of nineteen in mysterious circumstances. Beatrice skims over these stories. They aren’t what she needs to focus on. Everyone has sadness in their lives. It does not elicit her sympathy.

After twenty minutes or so, she has all the information she needs, including an email address for the chief executive’s office at Paradiso. She opens up a new Microsoft Word file. The screen fills with a blank white page, like a fresh sheet pulled tight on a hotel bed.

‘Dear Sir Howard,’ she writes in Arial 12-point. The animated paperclip pops up in the corner of the screen. ‘You look like you’re writing a letter,’ a speech bubble says. ‘Would you like some help?’ Beatrice scowls. No, she thinks, I don’t need anyone’s help. Not any more. This, I’m doing for me. She takes a deep breath, then types: ‘You won’t remember me but we met in Room 423 of the Hotel Rotunda in Mayfair.’

 





 

Beatrice

It has been forty-eight hours and Beatrice still hasn’t heard back from Howard Pink. All she got was an automated response in her email inbox, thanking her for her correspondence to the Paradiso Group and reassuring her that the matter would be attended to ‘at the earliest opportunity’.

She hadn’t expected a swift and easy resolution, of course, but she is disappointed. She doesn’t especially want to make life difficult for Howard Pink or that tough-looking blonde woman in the gossip magazine photographs, she assumes is his wife. At the same time, she doesn’t want to let him get away with it. There is a fire in Beatrice that has yet to be quenched. The experience of her life so far has left her not jaded but hungry. She wants to prove herself, to show that she isn’t to be taken for granted, that all the humiliations and loss and pain and wrongness that have beaten down on her like sharp hailstones from the sky, that all of it is for a reason, a purpose.

She knows she is an oddity in this respect. Every week, she drops in to the Refugee and Asylum Seeker Support centre in London Bridge, and she sees other men and women arriving through the doors with hollow eyes and a glazed expression, sagging with a sense of defeat. When Beatrice first arrived, she was like this too: a mere outline of herself, as though all the scribbled colour of her had been rubbed out. She had barely been speaking, could not find the words to express herself, and was terrified, if she did, that the British authorities would be disgusted by her and would send her back home.

A volunteer had led Beatrice inside, seating her at a small kitchen table in the back office while she made her a cup of instant coffee. She had given Beatrice a coat. Beatrice put it on, sliding her arms through the sleeves and feeling the soft graze of material against a trail of goose-bumps. And then, instead of asking questions, this woman had waited for Beatrice to talk.

Eventually, Beatrice had found her voice. The first thing she said was, ‘Thank you.’

The lady smiled. ‘What for?’

‘Being kind.’ And then, bit by bit, over the course of several months, Beatrice was able to tell the woman, whose name was Emma, the bare bones of what had happened. She talked about Susan as a friend and skated over some of the more intimate details. She was scared, of course, but it was also that she simply didn’t have the language. All her life, she had been taught not to admit what she was.

But then, after Beatrice had been dropping in to the centre for a few weeks, Emma leaned across, patted her hand and asked:

‘Was Susan your lover?’

It was so simple, the way she asked it. As if there were nothing to hide.

‘Yes,’ Beatrice said.

Emma nodded. ‘Well that’s what we need to tell the Home Office.’

That’s when Beatrice had started fighting again. And it felt good to take them on – all of them; all of the blank, expressionless civil servants who interviewed her; the judges who ruled against her; the solicitors who asked the same questions over and over again. Some people got broken by the system. Some people said the trauma of dealing with it was worse than the terrors they were fleeing from. Some gave up. Some were deported when all the life had been squeezed out of them. Some paid money to set up fake marriages. Some turned to crime because it was easier. Some killed themselves, jumping into the brown, pounding currents of the Thames, arms spiralling, mouths gasping, the ferocious rush of wind snatching their screams away as they slammed against the water with a crack of snapping bones.

Others, like Beatrice, found a determination so profound it bordered on the obsessive. She began to believe again in her own strength. So when a man in a brown suit sat across a table from her in an official interview and asked her, in his nasal voice, what kind of sex she liked, whether she’d ever slept with a man and how could she prove she was a lesbian, how could he believe her, Beatrice was able to look him directly in the eye and laugh.

‘I don’t need to prove anything to you,’ she had said. The man had looked shocked, then affronted, then confused.

And it felt good. It felt like watering a patch of dried-up soil and watching green shoots rise again. She got refugee status after that. She had fought the system and, in a small way, she had won.

So now, when Beatrice sees new arrivals slinking unsurely through the doors at RASS, she feels frustration. She wants to shake them, tell them to wake up and fight. The best bulwark against desperation, Beatrice has discovered, is having something to rail against.

Injustice rankles. The casual arrogance of privilege angers her like nothing else. And Howard Pink had got to her more than the others. Because of what he did. Because he had not looked at her once and that, when it was over, he seemed so complacent, as though he believed she had enjoyed it, had actively sought his grubby attentions.

It reminds her of another time, another room, another man. A viciousness she never imagined. The bead of sweat in her mouth. The taste of must and salt. The dampness of the sheets. The disgust rising in her gullet – disgust at herself or at him she has never been sure.

Beatrice glances at her watch: 11.30. Her shift starts at 2 p.m. She decides to go in early and visit the National Gallery. It astounds her still, after five years in London, that she does not have to pay to get in. She is caught between enjoying the freedom this gives her and thinking it absurdly wasteful of the UK government. In Uganda, she never went to art galleries. It had never even crossed her mind that it might be a pleasurable thing to do. At school, the nuns occasionally showed slides of great religious art: a succession of gold-leaf Madonnas with plain white faces and an overgrown man-child in their arms, their beatific skin imbued with an oddly greenish tinge. But in the National Gallery, Beatrice has found herself drawn to the later paintings – the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century oils, with their glassy surfaces. She admires the way the large canvases are hung imposingly on the walls, contained by swirly gilt frames, all in careful order.

She finds peace in the glazes, in the translucent rendering of fabric: a curtain swag in the background of a Vermeer, a flower-patterned fold in the dress of Madame Moitessier. The smallness of detail appeals to her. It is the portraits that draw her in. The landscapes, with their earnest reimaginings of Roman pastures and sun-blessed waterways, leave her cold.

Today, with her mind unsettled, she thinks half an hour of staring at the paintings will restore her calm and make her ready for a long shift at the hotel.

She catches the bus into town. When she first arrived, she hadn’t been able to afford the bus. Even now that she earns a good enough wage, she feels guilty doing so. Shortly after meeting Emma, Beatrice had applied, on her advice, for an English Language course at Southgate College. Her spoken English was already fairly fluent but she had wanted to improve. More than that, she had wanted something to do. 

The College invited Beatrice for an assessment. It was January and very cold and Beatrice had no money so she’d left early in the morning and walked there from Bermondsey. It had taken her two hours. After the interview, one of the teachers gave her £10 to cover her travel expenses. Beatrice took the note in her hand. It was crisp and smelled lightly of tobacco, but she hadn’t wanted to waste it and in the end, she walked all the way back, putting the £10 in an empty jam jar in her kitchen cupboard and screwing the lid tightly on top, saving the money for some day when she really might need it.

The £10 note is still there in the cupboard, like a charm. The red-and-white-checked jam jar lid now has a patina of dust. Beatrice is saving it, just in case. 

In Trafalgar Square, several dozen American schoolchildren in brightly coloured anoraks are sitting around the fountain, unwrapping cling-filmed sandwiches and playing tinny music on their mobile phones. Their voices seem to exist on a higher frequency than anyone else’s, self-confident and brash, easy laughter bubbling under each elongated vowel. Beatrice frowns at them as she passes and hunches further into herself, wrapping her arms tightly across her torso. She knows they won’t notice her as she walks past. She moves beyond the reach of their understanding, slipping by in the shadows. And yet, she reminds herself … and yet I exist.

Then, just as she reaches the stone steps leading up to the Gallery entrance, she thinks she sees him and her breath stops. He is standing at the edge of the group of schoolchildren with his back to her, head stooped slightly forward, tight black curls close-cut against his scalp. He is tall, much taller than her, and there is something about the set of his shoulders, the way they slope off sharply into muscular arms, that makes her wince in recognition. He is wearing a navy-blue hoodie and bright white trainers. Box-fresh, he would’ve said, grinning so that she could see the glint of gold filling at the back of his mouth.

The sight of him makes her shake. She feels the ground warp and contract and dissolve and, just as her knees buckle and she realises she is about to fall, she reaches out blindly for something solid to grab hold of.

‘Are you all right?’ The voice comes from far above her and when she looks up she sees it belongs to a man in a dark brown suit and a pink tie clutching a package wrapped in greaseproof paper. He moves towards her and she is assailed by the overpowering smell of tuna fish and for a moment she thinks she will be sick. The man is still talking, his words sliding into each other. She can make out the odd phrase, ‘feeling faint … wait here … too hot … take off your coat …’ and she tries to say that she’s fine but soon she is sitting on the cool grey stone and the man is crouching in front of her, peering into her face and offering her a white plastic cup.

‘Just take a drink of water and you’ll feel much better,’ he is saying.

She takes the water and drinks it gratefully. The empty cup makes a crackling sound when she flexes her fingers. She glances at the man in the brown suit and attempts to smile.

‘Thank you. I just … I thought I saw …’

She twists her neck and looks at the crowd of students, the blood in her head pumping wildly. If it’s him, she thinks, I need to get away from here right now. I need to start running. If it’s him, it means he’s followed me. It means he’s still angry.

And then the boy in the navy-blue hoodie turns round and she realises with a cool wash of certainty that it isn’t him at all. His face is too narrow, his eyes too close-set. The boy is fiddling now with his phone, swiping at the screen with rapid fingers until an unrecognisable rap tune starts to play and he begins to bop his head in time with the beat as his friends look on. He is a teenager. Too young.

‘I’m fine now,’ Beatrice says, breathing deeply. ‘I’m sorry for the bother.’

The man looks concerned. But then he checks his watch, takes his sandwich and brushes down his trousers with the palm of his one free hand.

‘If you’re sure …?’ He leaves before she has a chance to answer.

Beatrice gets up slowly, allowing the bright dots in front of her eyes to disperse. She looks straight ahead, breathes. It wasn’t him, she tells herself. It wasn’t him. 

She climbs the stairs and wends her way automatically through the crowds to her favourite painting. It will calm her to look at it. The painting is tucked away in one of the larger halls, hung almost as an afterthought because there is no name attached to either subject or artist. It is called Portrait of a Lady and all the information card can impart is that it is French, nineteenth century. 

‘This was once thought to be a portrait of the singer Madame Malibran, but there is no evidence to support this identification,’ the neat, typed font reads. ‘The work has been attributed to both Ingres and John Vanderlyn (1775?–1852), but neither suggestion is satisfactory.’

The brusqueness of this summary usually makes Beatrice smile, as if whoever wrote it was unable to disguise their frustration at not being able to work out anything more about the painting. That single word – ‘satisfactory’ – redolent, as it was, of uninspiring school reports, amused her. But today, the painting does not have its usual soothing effect. Her thoughts are in too much disarray.

Breathe, she reminds herself. Just keep breathing.

Beatrice stands about a foot away from the painting. She likes to be close, but not so close that she is peering across the rope and has to be motioned back by a security guard. The lady in the portrait is wearing a white dress and a velvety stole. She has delicate features and is leaning forwards slightly, looking at something to one side of the artist, her eyes darting out of the frame as though caught deep in her own imagination. There are gold-ringed diamonds on each earlobe. Her hair is tucked behind her ears on either side of a central parting. 

When Beatrice was a little girl, she had always wanted hair like that: white woman’s hair that was shiny and fine and straight, dropping like a waterfall over her shoulders when she let it down. Instead, her own hair was wiry and frizzy and had a wayward mind of its own. In Uganda, she used to sleep with a silk scarf to keep the moisture in. She’d lost the scarf somewhere along the way. It had been purple, she recalls, with swirling yellow butterflies.

The lady in the painting has an ambiguity that Beatrice finds appealing: the freshness of her skin and the simplicity of her dress give her the innocence of a newly plucked flower. But there is mischief in the tiny upturned corner of her mouth, the gentle arch of her face that makes you think it would be foolish to underestimate her.

Looking at the portrait, Beatrice feels that the artist – whoever he was – wanted this woman and that she, in return, had toyed with his emotions. Not because she was flighty or heartless but because power, for a woman, could only be exercised in certain limited ways. It was a sexual power. A tacit acknowledgement that a man could be undone by the uncontrolled nature of his desire while a woman could look on, with laughter in her eyes, at his self-debasement.

Beatrice looks at the woman in the painting for what feels like a long time. It would have been easier for her, Beatrice thinks, with her inherited wealth and her position in society. She wouldn’t have understood what it was to be powerless, wouldn’t have known what it was to be cast aside even though all you had ever done was allow your heart to love freely, even though you didn’t think of the way you loved as an unnatural mutation. The woman in the painting wouldn’t have allowed herself to be abused. The woman in the painting would have stood up for herself, Beatrice is sure of it. 

And that, she thinks in a burst of clarity, is what she has to do. She must stop being chased by ghosts and move forward. She has to remind the world she is worth something – and it starts with Howard Pink.

 





 

Beatrice

She wakes screaming. It is the dream again, the one where she is running down an endless narrow corridor. Someone is chasing her. A man. He has no face but Beatrice knows who it is. The more she runs, the stickier the ground becomes. The man keeps chasing and her feet are sucked under and she is trapped, half devoured by an inky muddiness. She tries to free herself, wriggling her torso frantically to dislodge herself from the thick, gloopy substance, but with every movement, her energy is sapped and her muscles become loose with exhaustion. Beatrice can hear his quickening footsteps behind her and all she can do is raise her arms over her head in a useless attempt to protect herself and then, just as he is about to get to her, she wakes, dripping with sweat and confusion, gasping for air.

She’d had the same dream every night for the best part of a year when she left Uganda. It was particularly bad when she was struggling to get a National Insurance number. Ngozi, an acquaintance at RASS, had persuaded her to use a Nigerian woman’s ID.

‘But I don’t look anything like her,’ Beatrice had protested. She had assumed, sensibly enough, that the National Insurance card would carry a photo. It seemed ludicrous to her that it wouldn’t.

Ngozi had laughed and sucked her teeth. ‘Mmm-hmm,’ Ngozi had said, her chest jiggling with mirth. ‘Child, even if it mattered, we all look the same to them.’

It didn’t take long for Beatrice to realise that Ngozi was right. She found her first illegal job listed in the back of a free newspaper. It was cleaning an office in Docklands, a tall building of steel and tinted glass with nondescript corridors covered in fraying carpet tiles and bathed in harsh fluorescent strip lighting that made everyone’s faces look pouchy and dull.

The supervisor had barely glanced at her, let alone her fraudulent National Insurance details. He had simply wanted to know how soon she could start, whether she had a problem with being paid cash in hand, which, of course, she didn’t. The work had been stultifying in its repetitiveness. There was a particular kind of boredom, she discovered, that came from carrying out a succession of mundane tasks late at night, when everyone else had gone home and the only sound was the sporadic mechanical whirr of the photocopier shutting down. Occasionally, Beatrice would come across the odd straggler: slack-skinned businessmen shuffling paper and trying to avoid going home. They would never look at her, these men, even when she passed within 3 feet of them, pushing the industrial vacuum cleaner with tired arms and gathering up the looping orange electrical flex behind her. She wasn’t sure whether they were deliberately ignoring her or whether they were nervous of reminding themselves of their own realness. She began to think of them as waxworks, like the ones she had read about in Madame Tussauds: startlingly realistic, disturbingly motionless representations of actual human beings. Waxen men.

And then, one night, she found one of them dead. He was hanging from a coat hook in his office, his face purple and distended, eyes bulging like a grotesque tribal mask. She had stood there, with her hand on the door, shocked into a moment of complete stillness. She hadn’t wanted to get involved. She knew that if she reported the suicide, the police would probably want to talk to her and then she would be found out and deported. So Beatrice had closed the door, leaving the vacuum cleaner where it was, orange flex still plugged in, and she had walked back down the corridor, into the lift and out of the building’s revolving doors into the night air. She hadn’t gone back to work the next day or the one after that. The worst part of it was admitting to herself that she hadn’t been that upset; that the sight of the man’s inert body had not moved her as it might once have done. Was she losing herself? Was her capacity to feel being squeezed out of her?

The relief when she was finally granted permanent status had been palpable. The dream with the man chasing her down the corridor seemed to retreat. She hadn’t had it for ages. And now, here it was once more, reminding her of the incident she had tried so hard to forget, the dark, ugly thing that she has painted over in her mind, hoping it would never resurface. But she has come to realise that memories always do. Especially the bad ones, which rise like bubbles of damp through paint.

 

Beatrice glances at the radio alarm clock. It is 3.22 a.m. The sharp-edged traces of the dream prick against her scalp. If it had been a couple of hours later, she would have got up, convincing herself that she had meant to rise early in order to have a productive day filled with necessary tasks so that she didn’t have to think any more. As it is, she feels alone and small. Underneath, she feels scared.

She twists her head on the pillow, trying to shake off the dream, trying to cough up the bitter taste it has left in her mouth. It doesn’t work. She stills herself, bracing and clenching her muscles for what she knows is about to come.

The memory sweeps towards her like a wave, stretching up to its full height, looming over her tiny, stick-man form standing on the tideline. In a moment, she will be engulfed in it, pulled down by its magnetic current. The wave rushes towards her. And then it breaks.

Lying in the dark, eyes open, chest tight, Beatrice surrenders herself. She tries to think about it as dispassionately as possible, so that the memory comes back as a series of objective facts, written up for the purposes of historical record and future analysis. She tries not to cry.

 

It was a day in November. Six years ago. They were in Susan’s modest, single-storey house, snatching at a spare half-hour in the late afternoon. Beatrice was lying half-naked in bed. Susan was sitting on the edge of the mattress, the knotted curve of her spine visible beneath a thin cotton shirt. Beatrice can remember smiling at the sight of those familiar vertebrae, poking out like pegs on a clothesline. She wanted to reach out and trace the shape of them but, for some reason never fully explained, she stopped herself just before she touched the taut warmth of Susan’s skin. 

She had been happy. It is important to remember that because it would be so easy to forget, knowing all that had happened between then and now.

As Beatrice withdrew her hand from the not-quite-touching of Susan’s back, there was a brutal explosion of noise. A crack-slash-slice like a bone being broken.

The door shattered and splintered, buckling on its hinges and slamming to the floor, releasing a cloud of red dust.

Both of them started scrabbling to cover themselves with whatever clothes came to hand. But before they had a chance to disguise the bareness of their bodies, Susan’s brother was on the threshold wearing big black boots, stamping his feet, breathing heavily so that his nostrils flared with each exhalation. 

For a moment, neither Beatrice nor Susan knew what was happening and in that first bout of confusion, they reached for each other, the tips of their fingers grazing too briefly over the bed sheet.

The sight of that small almost-motion, that single half-expression of closeness, seemed to enrage Susan’s brother. He shouted, the words slipping into each other so that they were a torrent of gushing sound neither of them could make sense of. He marched into the room, gesticulating wildly, madness in his eyes. He screamed so hard the spittle gathered in bubbles at the corner of his mouth like spattered coconut juice. He accused them of bringing shame on their families. He called them a disgrace. He said the sight of them disgusted him.

Susan sprang out of bed to try and calm him but her brother lashed out with one arm, slapping her cheek with the flat of his muscle and sending her skittering to the ground.

Beatrice rushed towards them, calling out her girlfriend’s name. There were tears of panic in Susan’s eyes. Beatrice bent over to stroke her cheek without thinking. It was a natural response when you loved someone. 

Wasn’t it?

Watching them, huddled on the floor, Susan’s brother became silent and the silence was worse than the noise. It had more intent behind it.

He walked towards Beatrice, keeping his gaze level with hers, his face slicked with sweat, the veins in his neck standing out. Quickly, so quickly she had no chance to defend herself, he grabbed her arms in his hands, his fingers gripping and pinching her skin like he was wringing the neck of a chicken. With his hands still on her arms, he twisted his leg round, nudging into her kneecap from behind so that, in one swift movement, she was on the bed, with Susan’s brother lying heavy on top of her.

He laughed.

‘Whore,’ he said, his face pressed up against hers. ‘You get on your back for anyone, you filthy fucking whore.’

And even in the midst of it, even knowing what was about to happen, even as he took his cock out and forced it into her mouth, Beatrice had time to think that the language surprised her. Because this was Susan’s younger brother. The one who had a sweet smile. Who had looked so harmless sitting on the steps of the Endiro Café in Kisementi, drinking Coca-Cola from a bottle through a straw, proudly wearing his box-fresh trainers. And now he was pushing down her pants, unbuttoning his trousers, grunting at her through gritted teeth, all the time leaning on her with his full weight so that, for a moment, she feared she might stop breathing altogether.

He didn’t look at her as he was raping her.

Rape. It deserves the word.

Her mind turned white. She tried to focus on something else, something everyday and reassuring, and her thoughts fixed on the image of five potatoes and one onion they had left drying on the step outside in preparation for dinner. Five potatoes and one onion. Five and one.

When it happened, she remembers thinking it wasn’t so bad after all. It was the terror of anticipation that had made it so vicious. It was the thought of being ripped through, for the first time, by a man that sickened her. It wasn’t the actuality of it. Because while he was inside her, she remained outside herself – dislocated, unreachable, inviolate. It was so unlike her acts of love with Susan that it belonged somewhere else entirely, somewhere beyond her own sphere of reason, a snow-globe turned upside down with flakes of white drifting towards the sky. 

And afterwards, he seemed embarrassed. He left her lying there, the dribbling ooze of him dampening her thighs. He pulled up his trousers and walked out of the house, the tread of his feet sounding heavily on the bare floor.

The last image she ever had of him was of his back receding: sloping shoulders, muscular arms, black boots. It was this image that kept recurring, rising up when she least expected it. She saw him on tube escalators, at café tables, on the top deck of buses. Once she thought she saw him reading a magazine with a film star on the cover on a bench in Hyde Park. The boy in the blue hoodie listening to music in Trafalgar Square had been him too.

On the bed, lying there with a clotted numbness between
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