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‘What a thoroughly entertaining read!

A classic and hugely satisfying story of a family in all its rights and wrongs, sins and quirks, bickering and love. Good Good Loving is emotional, thoughtful, profoundly human, wise and good good fun’ Bidisha

‘This is a story steeped in displacement, in the ache of leaving family and land behind, and it doesn’t flinch from the heartbreak of internalized misogyny and pain that cuts across generations. The characters are flawed, stubborn, and absolutely infuriating, but you feel such tenderness towards them. And just when the story guts you, it turns around and makes you laugh’

Ishi Robinson, author of Sweetness in the Skin

‘A comic masterpiece, as funny as it is heartbreaking. Brilliantly structured, the narrative twists backwards through time like a corkscrew. A large cast of exuberant characters burst out of the pages and into your heart. Original, warm, compassionate, angry, and unforgettable, this is Yvvette Edwards’ best book yet’

Sally-Anne Lomas, author of Live Like Your Head’s on Fire
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The End

January 2020

Ellen didn’t have the energy to open her eyes, but wasn’t worried about that, because she didn’t want to. What she did mind was not being able to close her ears. It felt very unfair to be so completely mentally alert while she was lying there on her hospital bed trying to await a peaceful passing. Her hearing was perfectly intact, and as a consequence she was forced to endure the never-ending discussions about the mass of her failings – which felt very unfair indeed. Even Miss Gloria, who she hadn’t seen for – what, eighteen years? – had passed by that morning, her mouth full-up of lies, telling the nurses she’d come to say a private goodbye, then as soon as they’d left the room, letting Ellen know exactly how high she’d held her up in her stomach all that time, like anything that happened to her had been down to Ellen.

She was sure that listening to everyone’s grudges before she went wasn’t supposed to be part of the process. Didn’t people normally have to die first in order to discover the truth about what people really thought of them? Come back as jumbies and hover invisibly about the place eavesdropping? And that’s not even to mention how fed up of waiting she’d become. There wasn’t long to go, of that she was certain, but she’d had enough and was ready, boy was she ready, Lord she was ready, and had been for what felt like an unreasonably long time.

She wasn’t concerned about where she was headed, if she really was headed anywhere at all, Up or Down, though it seemed to her that most of her life had already been spent in hell and as a consequence, she should be headed upwards by default. If that was the case, she’d be quite content, not about eating honey and ambrosia pudding for the rest of eternity – she wasn’t sure that would sit well with her diabetes, whether dying wiped out all pre-existing conditions including the ones that had ultimately finished her off. No, it wasn’t the food she was interested in, it was the opportunity to finally get a few things off her chest around a number of unanswered prayers, quite a number in fact, though to be fair, most were related to the same subject. She was looking forward to that very much. And to finally being reunited with Clay.

Someone cleared their throat, then said, ‘Bad-mind.’

It was CJ’s voice, impossible not to recognise, because he had his father’s voice, had always had Clyde’s voice. Even before CJ’s voice had broken, it had that same mellow tone and gravelly bass as his father’s. It always astonished Ellen that both her husband and her son were musically tone deaf, neither able to sing a note in tune if their lives depended on it, because, when you heard them speak, you just imagined they’d be incredible singers, Barry Whites. In fact, Clyde’s voice had been the first thing that had attracted her to him.

‘What she did to dad, man.’ It was Claudette’s voice, Ellen’s first born.

‘No one can forget that,’ said Joycelyn, the daughter who had arrived next.

‘I can’t stop thinking about him crying . . .’ said Claudette.

‘Saying Ellen, Ellen, Ellen,’ said Joycelyn.

‘He loved her hard,’ said Claudette.

‘Even though she done him bad,’ said Joycelyn.

There was a pause, then, ‘Proper bad-mind,’ CJ said.

Ellen was happy CJ had spoken, because like his father, he always had to have the last word and now he had, everyone was quiet and with any luck, might stay that way. When she thought about all she’d done for the hard-back adults in the room about her, all of whom she still thought of as kids and would probably always think of as kids till the day she died – literally any moment – the sacrifices she’d made for every last ungrateful one of them, it was hard to believe she’d raised such a pack of backbiters, though this was hardly breaking news, as they’d betrayed her many times before, and though today’s words hurt, they were nothing in comparison with hurts from the past, some of which stood out very sharply in her mind, times they’d sided with the enemy and cut her too deep for it to ever entirely heal over. But then they were their father’s children, the three of them, always had been, always would be.

And of course they were their father’s children. How could they not be? All born in November, Claudette first, then Joycelyn a year and a day later, then CJ close behind, a week short of one year after his sisters, three kids in three years, all born in Montserrat and all conceived in February when Valentine’s Day and Clyde’s birthday were separated by seven days, though Valentine’s Day had nothing to do with all that February nookie. Back home, Valentine’s Day arrived and departed like any other passing day. Clyde hadn’t ever bought her flowers or chocolates – or champagne! – to celebrate it and that had been okay because even if Ellen had been aware of the existence of Valentine’s Day, she’d never been much of a romantic. She had her mother to thank for that, Mrs Silcott, the person who’d left her behind with a neighbour for eight years after she left Montserrat and went to work in Curaçao, then returned and when she came to collect her, stared at Ellen and said, ‘That’s not what I was expecting.’ Yes, that same Mrs Silcott had helped Ellen to cast off any romantic notions she might have somehow managed to cling on to despite the complete lack of fantasy in her childhood.

No, Valentine’s hadn’t been the cause of her and Clyde having all that good-good loving in February; it was Clyde’s birthday one week earlier, and it was all birthday nookie. Even though Ellen had always been the kids’ main carer, the person who’d fed and clothed, sent for and raised them, who’d nursed them through their illnesses, attended their parents’ evenings and checked they’d done their homework; even though she had always been the one who, for the most part, had kept the roof over their heads and their bellies full, they were their father’s children – and how could they not be when their very beginnings, their actual conception, had been for his pleasure?

‘I went to the house this morning. It’s like it’s dead. There’s no heart there any more.’ That was Dumpling’s voice, the fifth and final child, born after Clay. Now those two had more in common than anyone could have guessed and not just because they were the English kids, the only siblings to arrive after she and Clyde had left Montserrat and were settled in the UK. Dumpling was a genuine Valentine’s baby, red-skinned and the prettiest, the only one of the girls she had spoiled. She was born in the early hours of Valentine’s Day, not even a full day old when the family were gathered in the kitchen, staring down at her where she lay in Ellen’s arms, wrapped up in her baby blanket like a bunch of flowers.

‘Her cheeks,’ Claudette had said. ‘Just like little dumplings.’ And that was it; everyone called her Dumpling from that moment. Even after Clyde had decided on an oﬃcial name – Francesca, which Ellen hated, though she’d done her duty and gone with Clyde to the Registry Oﬃce to enter it onto the birth certificate – everyone carried on calling her Dumpling, and still did now though she was forty and pregnant with her third child; heavily pregnant, and when Ellen said heavily pregnant, she meant that Dumpling was far advanced into her pregnancy and also that she was a lot heavier.

Ellen doubted Dumpling was suddenly being careful about what she ate, because Dumpling had always done and eaten whatever she fancied, and as a consequence she’d always been a little on the weighty side and each of her pregnancies had permanently added to an already heavy frame, which wasn’t a good start to keeping a husband happy. In fact, scratch the ‘happy’, it wasn’t a good start to keeping a husband full stop. And then perhaps because this was a very-very near-death experience which meant, Ellen realised, that she had a very-very limited amount of time left to be truthful, she allowed herself to acknowledge that in reality she knew precisely jack shit either about keeping husbands happy or keeping them full stop. Forty-nine years of marriage hadn’t qualified her to give advice to anyone on either of those subjects. Really, she should simply say Dumpling should mind what she’s eating and leave it at that.

All the family already knew the baby was going to be a girl, which was a little disappointing because there were already plenty of girls in the family, but you had to be grateful for what you got, Ellen supposed, and just hope they were healthy and had the right number of bits in all the right places. She couldn’t imagine her newest granddaughter would be named after her, despite the fact she would clearly arrive around the time of Ellen’s departure, and she was heartily glad of it. She hoped for a luckier life for all her grandchildren than the duff hand she’d been dealt.

‘I just wanna sell it and move on,’ CJ said.

‘You not gonna extend the kitchen first?’ Claudette asked.

‘You did say you were gonna do an extension,’ Joycelyn said.

‘I am,’ CJ said. ‘S’gonna cost twelve grand, but’ll add forty to the value. I’m gonna take out the wall the back door’s on and extend the kitchen out. Then put folding doors across the whole back so all you see’s garden.’

‘That’s the one thing you’ve gotta give her,’ said Claudette. ‘Eden.’

‘She always kept a nice garden,’ Joycelyn said.

Ellen allowed herself the indulgence of picturing her garden which, other than Clay, was the only thing in her life that had ever responded positively in direct proportion to the love and attention she’d lavished upon it. If it did turn out that she was headed Up, she’d be very interested to see how that garden compared with her own – assuming there was an actual garden up there and not just a great hall with a magnificent floor covered wall to wall in white shagpile. Eden had been plainly laid to lawn for decades up until 1986, the year Clyde moved out of the family home and in with Icylda, who subsequently chucked him out six months later after he cheated on her with another woman – like after the way Icylda stole Clyde from Ellen, she thought she could then teach the old dog to sit and stay! On the night of the day he’d packed his case and left, after Ellen had gone to bed, she’d thought two things: one, that she would never fall asleep and two, that she might just remain in bed and never get up out of it again. However, not only did she fall asleep, but she woke with a yearning from nowhere that demanded satisfaction, a craving to create, to nurture something simple, so she got up, went downstairs, made herself a cup of tea, then somehow ended up in the garden where she stood, mug in hand, taking in the large bland space. She finished the tea, went shopping, and on her return dug up an oval-shaped piece of lawn across the back and planted the six rosebushes that were still the pride of her garden today, in a mixture of colours; red, peach, orange, salmon, pink and yellow, a near full palette of the colours of the early-evening sunset she’d viewed so many times from the beach at Montserrat’s Carr’s Bay. Many days she’d carried a cushion outside into the garden for comfort while she sat on her bench and simply lost herself in them, filled her eyes and mind and chest with their beauty and lush heady fragrance. For a time she was obsessed with colour in the garden, adding those plants that flowered most prolifically or for the longest period or bore the biggest blooms, but Clay helped her discover green, to find peace in it, beauty in the breadth of its hues.

That had been the beginning and her garden had evolved over the years to what it was now – assuming someone had been looking after it while she’d been in the hospital – a block of paradise outside the back of her home that was so beautiful the family had named it Eden. Though it was the height of bad taste for her son and daughters to be discussing the remodelling of her home in her hearing, before she’d actually died and they’d inherited it, Ellen couldn’t believe it had never occurred to her to put glass across the back wall herself. She imagined what it would have looked and felt like sitting in her kitchen and having a panoramic view directly onto the garden. It would have been like sitting in her beloved garden itself.

Then Dumpling said, ‘I’d dig all them plants up. Concrete over ’em. Too much work. S’a full-time job.’

Ellen felt her heartbeat quickening, heard that quickening echoed in the sudden escalation of the monitor’s bleeping and wondered if this was it, her final moment, her death precipitated by words from the mouth of the child she had nurtured best wanting to murder the thing she’d loved most. It felt like she was hearing everything at a distance: Claudette calling for help, the room door being thrown open, the medical people entering, asking the family to step outside, checking her, pulling her eyelids open to expose her pupils one after the other to what should have been an unbearable light. She felt the cool air of the room against her chest as the doctor pulled her gown apart and the cooler disc of the stethoscope placed at the edge of a breast and a soft but even cooler alcohol wipe preparing a space on the inside of her right arm, then the injection needle’s prick. Almost immediately she began to feel calmer and heard that calm echoed in the slowing of the bleeping as the drugs took effect. She knew she was DNR but she also knew they would do everything to ensure she was comfortable when she passed and she hoped that was what was happening now, that this was it, the End, and the possibility overwhelmed her with relief. She hadn’t heard her mother’s voice in years and though she listened intently for it, mercifully, she heard nothing. Had they been open, she would have closed her eyes. Consciously, she said goodbye. Her final thought was Clay!

When she awoke, she knew she was still alive because she could clearly remember the dream she’d had, so vivid she’d been convinced she really had died. In the dream, Clay had been painting her fingernails green, a brilliant emerald green that reminded her of him and Montserrat and all its wonderful greens everywhere about you wherever you rested an eye, and it had filled her with an enormous happiness that now matched her sadness at realising it hadn’t been real, that she was still alive. She also knew she had not died because of the blipping monitors and the fact she still didn’t have the energy to open her eyes.

She knew there were at least two people in the room, one of whom was CJ, because she could smell the sweet and acrid aroma of marijuana that lingered about him whenever he’d had a puff, a smell not entirely buried beneath the fresh burst of aftershave applied to mask it and the Wrigley’s Spearmint gum he chomped on afterwards to prettify his breath, a combination she’d smelt on Clyde so frequently it had become his signature smell. If she was able to speak she would’ve told CJ the same thing she used to tell his father, that instead of cancelling the weed smell, the gum and the aftershave merely added to it, creating a new, more complex aroma that she thought of as minty-spliff cologne. She also knew CC was with him, her grandson, CJ’s youngest child, aged three, because in addition to the constant pip-pippipping of the machinery she was rigged up to, she could hear the frantic non-stop tinkling and dinging sound effects which accompanied the games he enjoyed playing on his father’s phone, interspersed with his occasional yesss! or noooo! depending on his performance.

To be perfectly honest, Ellen found the repetitive electronic sounds irritating and she knew that CC’s wotless mother – had she been in the room – would have asked CC to turn it down, because she had little patience for the demands or noises of any child, especially her own. There was no chance however of her being in the room, because the first thing she had done after giving birth to CC was to instruct the midwife to hand him to CJ, who had taken his new-born son into his arms, instantaneously becoming the equivalent of a full-time single-parent dad, despite living in the same house as the wotless mother. In fact, Ellen would go further and say her son had been turned into a single-parent dad living with two kids.

She knew CJ and CC were in the room, but she wasn’t sure if anyone else was there till she heard a raucous snort which was cut off mid-flow because it had been loud enough to wake the sleeper, and even before Dumpling spoke Ellen knew who it was, because all Dumpling’s pregnancies had been the same. During the last three months she’d appear to be lively and fully awake, then you’d hear a roar and when you looked, she’d be passed out like a drunk, head floppy on the neck, mouth wide open, snoring her head off, which is how Clyde always slept, and when Clyde did, there was no relatedness at all between that sound and the melodious baritone voice that had attracted her to him in the first place.

‘Sorry,’ Dumpling said.

‘S’fine, sis. You ain’t missing nothing. She’s sleeping anyway,’ CJ said.

‘Was never this bad with the other two,’ Dumpling said. ‘Can hardly keep me eyes open. This is definitely the last one.’

CJ laughed. ‘You’ll be drawing your pension and the Child Benefit at the same time if it ain’t.’

‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ Dumpling said, then laughed. ‘I don’t even know how this one happened.’

‘It’s your third,’ said Claudette.

‘You must have some idea,’ said Joycelyn.

‘Next time their dad passes looking for some, just say no,’ Claudette said.

‘Tell him to go look some from his wife,’ Joycelyn said.

‘I do,’ said Dumpling. Her voice was small and sounded hurt, which was typical of the way she spoke when she felt even the teeniest bit sad, and which Ellen had always put down to her being the youngest amongst her siblings and as a consequence, the forever baby.

‘Well he ain’t forcing himself on you,’ Claudette said, ‘I know that much.’

‘Being as he can’t even stand without his stick,’ Joycelyn said.

Ellen wasn’t able to see Dumpling’s face, but if she could, she knew her eyes would’ve been full of tears, her lips pursed up like the lips of a spoilt child, and Ellen’s mind turned once again to the fact none of the children were married, none of them even in anything resembling a normal long-term relationship. She conceded that CJ’s relationship with the wotless mother had been a long-term one, but it was far from normal for a man to be conducting his life like a single parent when he was actually in a relationship and living with the mother of his child. All those years and wasted efforts. The trouble she’d gone to ensuring CJ never cooked a thing in her kitchen, never washed a spoon or cup, all so that when he became a man no woman could take liberties with him. Yet here he was, in a relationship with a woman who could not cook and did not clean. She really couldn’t understand how it had happened.

Every time Ellen thought about it, it puzzled her no end that she and Clyde had been married nearly fifty years when he died, yet not one of the children raised inside their union had ended up in a normal relationship. Not one. Forty-nine years they’d been married, but they’d been together four years before that, the years during which Claudette then Joycelyn then CJ had been born outside of wedlock, because the only advice her mother had given on the subject of relationships and sex was ‘make sure you walk the straight road.’ Despite the fact Mrs Silcott had delivered that advice to her daughter the first time she noticed the two germinal nubs on the formerly flat expanse of Ellen’s adolescent chest, and had then continued to deliver it with increased frequency till it was being said every time the two of them parted company, despite all of that, Ellen had absolutely no idea what her mother had been alluding to till after she’d given birth three times. Yes, nothing useful had she got from her mother, except a small pot of money and the old house back in Montserrat that she’d gone out to have a look at in 1963 and returned from four years later, a married woman and mother of three.

The first time she’d laid eyes on Clyde, she’d been tidying up the front yard of her mother’s place in Cudjoe Head, collecting up the coconuts that had fallen from the overhanging palms over the few days previous. The trees were so plentiful everywhere you went in Montserrat, in so much abundance, that coconut water was drunk more than any other juice on the island; so refreshing in the hot sun, cool and delicious, with a sweetness sometimes so delicate the taste was almost savoury. In England, where she had spent the last eight years, a person had to take out a second mortgage to drink coconut water, whereas back here it was not only plentiful, but free. After eight years without it, when she returned in 1963 she couldn’t get enough of it.

Ellen’s preferences around coconuts kept shifting. There were days when she was obsessed with the jelly, cracking open the young coconuts and using her fingers or a shard of the shell to pry loose the thin translucent coating on the nut’s interior, which always took her back to eating them as a child, experiencing the same thrill she did back then, the sheer joy of every child eating jelly. On the day she first met Clyde however, she’d been feasting on the crisp white flesh of mature coconuts for about a week, breaking them open, and instead of using a shard of the shell as a spoon, using its edge as a wedge, inserting it between the shell and the firm white flesh, breaking bite-sized pieces off and mashing them between her teeth to extract every last drop of flavour, before spitting the chaff out onto the ground where the free-ranging chickens were poised to promptly devour it. Older people used to warn the youngers, including the girls – especially the girls – about the aphrodisiac effects of eating too much coconut, warned about the ways it could change a person’s nature, drive them insane with the need. Up until then, Ellen hadn’t given the matter hard thought, hardly even recalled any of those warnings as she’d overindulged in the eating.

She had been in Montserrat for nearly a month now, and she’d been concentrating her efforts on the inside of the small three-roomed house she’d recently inherited. She’d lived in the house with her mother after her return from Curaçao, before they travelled to England, but it had been left vacant while they were abroad. She’d been intending to whitewash all the interior walls, beginning with the largest room. Both the front and back doors were open, and because of the elevation of the land, high up, some 500 feet above sea level, the house was exposed to the fresh western breezes that entered the front of the building then funnelled their way through the living room before exiting the back door.

She’d just finished her fourth wall and gone out into the front yard for a break. Parched, she’d brought her cutlass outdoors with her. Although she collected the fallen coconuts every day or two, there were four new ones on the ground. She selected one of the large green fruits, holding the weighty pod steady on her palm, then, with a series of practiced swipes, cleanly removed enough of the top to reveal a hole the size of a small coin. The tall thin palms provided little shade and she was aware only of the brilliant sunshine and the intense heat as she put the cutlass down and raised the heavy coconut to her mouth, tipping back her head to drink from it. The water was always best in young coconuts, before the flavour had been drawn out and into the flesh, at its most satisfying, and that was what she was focused on while she was drinking, slowly savouring the cool and delicious water as she swallowed, till her concentration was interrupted by the prickling sensation of being observed. When she opened her eyes, he was standing directly in her line of vision.

There was no fence that defined the boundary of her property and he could simply have walked up to the house, but he hadn’t. He had stopped just outside the perimeter of her land and, as she watched him, he took off his hat, swiped the length of his forearm across the perspiration on his forehead, then looked at the coconut she was holding between her two hands and asked, ‘Y’ave any going spare?’ It was the first time she heard his mellow, bassy voice.

He was, by a clear margin, the most attractive man Ellen had ever seen. He was so handsome she found it diﬃcult to look at him directly, had to keep snatching glances, like a person trying to stare at the sun during a solar eclipse. Moreover, she couldn’t speak to him. Instead, she put down the coconut she was holding, picked up another and handed it to him, then in six or seven swipes of her cutlass sliced the top from it cleanly as his palms cupped the base, unflinching.

Clyde was twenty-one then, already used to being admired, and had the relaxed confidence of a man who knew exactly how attractive he was, already knew that for some women, like Ellen, his beauty could be overwhelming. He was still only just learning how to successfully navigate his relationships with women. He’d learned that, for some, toning his charisma down, acting like he had no idea how attractive he was, was a turn-on. He’d also discovered that the slippery sex with women like Ellen was always good, that it made him feel like a god, invincible, so instead of toning it down, he did the opposite and turned it up, blasting his full attention onto Ellen like a floodlight, before raising the coconut and tilting his head back to drain it.

Only then was Ellen able to properly take him in, when his gaze was averted and she could watch without being watched back, her eyes raking over his strong legs and arms and more slowly, the part of his hard belly exposed by the T-shirt whose hemline had risen with the raising of his arms; his sturdy neck and sensuous Adam’s apple that rose and fell to the rhythm of each swallow. She took in all of that. And his skin.

Ellen’s father had been one of the darkest coloured men Ellen had ever heard of, so dark it had become his pet name; Black Joe. Before she was old enough to attend school, she was referred to as Ellen for Black Joe which, like everything else in her life, she’d accepted without murmur, despite Black Joe being a virtual myth. She knew he was real because everyone had a dad apparently, and she knew he existed somewhere, but she couldn’t remember ever seeing or meeting him and as a consequence was always rapt with attention whenever he was spoken about, gathering the details and stories of his life to fill in and flesh out the montage of him she’d been constructing in her imagination forever. But even if she’d wanted to, it was impossible to put distance between her real self and the myth that for her was all that existed of Black Joe. The moment she started attending the island’s only junior school, where there were already two other pupils named Ellen, because she was the darkest of the three she immediately became known as Black Ellen.

She’d spent her entire childhood in Montserrat, so had no animosity towards skin as dark as that which covered her bones. She had never, for example, tried to bleach it hoping to become lighter, but she did know – had somehow always known – that she’d need both sense and luck to navigate the world successfully, that the privileges the world had to offer had not been set aside for the taking of girls who looked like her. Ellen hadn’t been thinking about colour when she went to the bank with Mrs Skerritt as a young child, hadn’t even realised she’d observed and filed away in her subconscious the fact that most of the staff there were men and the handful of women were all light, one of them near-white, like she’d never thought about the fact that there was no breadfruit season because the breadfruit tree produced fruit all year round. These were just facts of life, natural occurrences she understood without any conscious awareness.

Clyde’s skin was the colour of sand on the beach after rainfall, the colour of the warm fresh honey in Mrs Skerritt’s hives, and she wanted to be against it, to touch and taste it, and some fifteen minutes later, that’s exactly what she was doing, and as a matter of fact it had nothing to do with his voice at all. Lying on what was surely her imminent deathbed, it occurred to Ellen that there was no one to hear her thoughts and pass judgement, nothing to prevent her being completely honest and if she wasn’t, the only person she’d be deceiving at this point was herself. She’d told everyone that Clyde’s voice had been the thing that had attracted her to him because it was more romantic than the truth, and because she’d always been known for the high standards she maintained and because she’d expected those same standards from the kids and none of that sat well alongside her being irresistibly attracted to Clyde’s skin, its lightness; or as they called it back home, his red skin.

Clyde lowered the smooth green fruit in his hands and looked at her. A moment ago, Ellen couldn’t meet his gaze and now she couldn’t look away. For years after, she would wonder if someone had put a hex on her, whether a jumbie had possessed her, or if she really had consumed too many coconuts, drunk so much of the juice it had drugged her, made her high, because she had no explanation involving free will in which she could understand how she had allowed a man whose name she did not yet know to lead her back into her mother’s house and undress her, then lay her down and undress himself. Worse, she could hardly bear to recall her response, undignified being the diplomatic term she’d always used in her mind, a euphemism that fell very short in explaining what she considered to be out and out coarseness. The desire unleashed inside her that took fuel from seeing his skin beside against on top of hers. The contrast between them like the flesh of coconut against its hardwood inner shell. The roaring pleasure that began on her insides and made its way outward to encompass every living inch of her surface, making even the fine hairs that covered her body rise up and stiffen. She couldn’t recollect where they began, just remembered herself licking his miraculous skin about his neck, the ridges of his belly, the rumbling sexiness of the sound of his moans as first he gently pushed her head downwards, then urgently pulled her away before everything was prematurely over.

Never in her wildest dreams had Ellen imagined her unremarkable body contained the capacity for such immense joy inside it, and even now, facing death – surely! – it was a matter of astonishment to her. She couldn’t imagine her mother had ever experienced the like. If she had, it would surely have softened some of the bitterness, the hardness that had defined her. Even though she hadn’t heard her mother’s voice inside her head since 2015, Ellen still couldn’t stop thinking about her. Now she was wondering whether the reason she hadn’t heard her mother’s voice earlier when she thought she was dying was because she hadn’t truly been dying then. It was clear she didn’t have time to waste on her mind going around this foolishness in circles again, so she did what she had become so adept at during her lifetime and parked those thoughts. If she could have she would have sighed, and her inability to sigh brought her back to her previous line of thought and the fact she had submitted to all that pleasure so quickly, and the fact she had used the word submitted brought her face to face with the enormity of her capacity for self-deception, which seemed to have expanded during her lifetime, though it felt like something she should have grown out of. But maybe that was the ultimate deathbed experience, the inability to recall the past in any terms other than true? The truth was, she hadn’t so much submitted to that pleasure as revelled and wallowed in it. She’d lost her mind in it from that first time, and whatever had happened between them, however Clyde had behaved, despite the hurts and pain he had inflicted on her, she had lost her mind every single time they did it and nothing else she ever did in her lifetime had made her feel more alive, ever.

She heard her room door open and Leah’s voice.

‘Is Granny still . . . ?’

‘Yes,’ said CJ.

‘Don’t think she’s got long,’ said Claudette to whoever else was present.

Ellen heard the door quietly close and a moment later, Leah leaned onto her and into the closest approximation of a hug that could be carried out with someone who was lying on their back and unresponsive, and she felt the wetness on her cheeks as Leah kissed her several times.

‘Hi Granny,’ she said, then sat on the bed beside her, taking hold of one of her hands. ‘Your nails look beautiful.’

Ellen realised her granddaughter must have painted her nails while she was asleep, or somewhere between sleeping and waking, that the dream she’d had of Clay painting her nails had been a merging of her dream with the real world and she sincerely wished she could talk because she would have loved to know what colour they really were. She felt her granddaughter running her hand slowly and gently up and down the length of the same arm, and Ellen knew from the sounds she was making that she was crying.

It occurred to her that she’d been a silly woman as far as this grandchild was concerned, that while Leah had her faults – God Almighty Himself knew the girl had her faults! – despite the fact she was likely to argue about anything with anyone and seemed to have no notion of respect for her elders, she was probably the only family member who would genuinely miss her. Only one other person who had visited had cried, not that Ellen was swayed much by tears. Some people were able to turn them on as easy as running tap water while others were careful to never let anyone see them cry but that didn’t mean they had no feelings, just that every emotion they had was not a piece of theatre for the whole world to notice and partake of. Only one other person had cried at her deathbedside, Wilhelmina, the only friend she’d ever trusted and had trusted as much as she would’ve trusted an older sister, who had snuck in at the crack of dawn one morning so early even the nurses must have been surprised to see her. She had firstly apologised and then let loose a continuous wave of eyewater which poured for some time, before she pulled herself together and said before leaving, ‘It wasn’t as long as you think,’ which Ellen was certain was a barefaced lie. Yes, apart from Wilhelmina, whose tears were likely to have been shed as much for herself as they were for her dying friend, apart from her, whose tears didn’t even count, Leah had been the only visitor to cry while visiting her during this time it seemed would never end. The difference was that Wilhelmina’s tears had made Ellen exhausted, whereas her granddaughter’s tears were having a very different and entirely uncharacteristic impact, causing an ache deep inside herself, something that was powerful, like grief, and she had to consciously remind herself that you could never trust women, especially the ones you really thought you could, most of whom were as bad as the men, worse
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