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Chapter One

Queenie:

Will I see you later?

I’ve got a surprise for you xx

I locked my phone and scooted backwards on the examination bed, moving my braids from underneath my head so that they hung down towards the floor. I checked, twice, that they didn’t brush the dark-grey speckled linoleum.

‘Heavy?’ The doctor, who would have come first in a Dev Patel lookalike contest, but with glasses, asked as he drew back the curtain with more vigour than I expected from someone in healthcare.

‘Me?’ I blinked back at him. Is this the way he’s choosing to start the appointment?

‘No, that.’ He pointed at the braids with his free hand, the other nestling an iPad close to his chest.

‘Oh.’ I shrugged. ‘A bit. I don’t mind it so much, but I do worry about my edges? That’s why you can’t leave them in for too long – the weight of the extra hair pulls; it ruins your hairline. But I’ve been quite lucky with mine—’

‘Right, shall we get started?’ he cut in. ‘It’s a full day here, and you were … thirty minutes late.’

‘Yes, sorry. I completely forgot about the appointment, and then the trains—’



‘So, I’m Dr Ashok, and this is Tatiana.’ He gestured to a young Eastern European girl who looked bored out of her mind as he tapped efficiently onto the iPad screen.

‘Wasn’t my appointment meant to be with Dr Hussain?’ I checked. ‘I specifically booked for Dr Hussain.’

‘Yes. However, he’s been pulled away today.’ Dr Ashok smiled. ‘But you’ll be in good hands with us. Tatiana will be observing, if that’s okay.’

‘Well, she’s already seen everything, so, sure.’ I glanced sideways at Tatiana, who raised her eyebrows back at me. I unlocked my phone and opened the voice memos app, moving it over so that anything either of them said would be recorded.

‘So, you’re here for theee … standard fertility check-up?’ Dr Ashok put the iPad down and snapped on a pair of blue latex gloves.

‘Yes,’ I lied. Well, was it a lie? I was there for a check-up, yes, but technically I was there because I was building a piece on the treatment of Black women from attempt to conceive to labour by way of aftercare, and this was, allegedly, one of the highest-rated clinics on Mumsnet. However, it was the clinic I’d seen most Black women complain about.

‘Great. Well, if you can relax for me, we’ll get going!’ He removed the probe from its holder and sheathed it with a condom specific to its purposes. ‘Tatiana, if you wouldn’t mind taking the specifics down for me?’

‘Ah, Pasante.’ I smiled, nodding towards it like it was an old friend. ‘I didn’t realise they did condoms for anything other than … penises.’

‘Yes.’ Dr Ashok blinked back at me. I hadn’t found myself a fun one. ‘They do.’



I needed this examination to be as neutral as possible. I was going to stop talking. I was annoyed, though. Aren’t they meant to tell you the doctor you’d paid three hundred and fifty pounds for couldn’t make it?

‘Do you get many Black women coming here?’ I asked, not stopping talking at all.

‘We get patients of all backgrounds coming here,’ he told me, not missing a beat as he lubed up the probe. ‘Like I said, you’re in good hands.’

I forced myself to relax, ready for insertion. I didn’t know why I was so tense; it’s not like this was the first time something had gone up there. Obviously, the last time something had gone up there in a medical sense it was not good news for me, but this was different. I was here for work. Plus, I wouldn’t be getting any nasty surprises this time. I’d been very safe this last year of being sexually active. We met up every month or so, me and Vin, and we always used protection. Well, not always. He’d pulled out maybe 50 per cent of the time, but even so, we’d had no close calls. And I had a stash of pregnancy tests that I used religiously every month, whether my period came on time or not. I was determined never to be caught short again.

‘So … Queenie,’ Dr Ashok began, his eyes glazing over slightly as he went into what I presumed was doctor autopilot. ‘Where are you in your fertility journey?’

‘Oh, very much at the beginning, but I’m really excited to get started.’ I carried on the lie. ‘I turned thirty-three at the end of July, so I figured it was time to get going.’

‘Right.’ Dr Ashok exhaled. ‘Which puts you—’

‘In Leo,’ I told him. ‘But I must have a lot of Cancer in my chart, because—’



‘—which puts you into pre-geriatric mother territory,’ he continued.

‘I do really want children.’ I ignored his comment. He must have got that wrong.

‘Which makes total sense. I see a lot of women your age.’

What did he mean, my age? At thirty-three I was still a young buck, no?

‘And do you have a partner?’

‘Basically, yes,’ I told him. ‘We’ve been seeing each other for a few months now. Maybe five, maybe six? No labels or anything, but we’re in a pretty solid place.’

Did I just hear Tatiana snort?

‘And have you actively tried at any point?’ Dr Ashok asked, taking his time to insert the probe.

‘Well, labels aren’t really my thing,’ I told him, widening my hips to accommodate the apparatus. ‘Before Vin, I was abstinent for about three years – which is good for me, and you’d be surprised if you knew my track record – and before that I was sort of out in the wilderness. And you know, mainly using protection, but with a couple of slip-ups here and there. And before that there was someone that I thought I’d end up with, but that was pretty complicated. Maybe because of me, maybe because of him, who knows? Either way, the idea of being in a “relationship” is kind of daunting to me. I dunno, I feel like the whole boyfriend–girlfriend thing makes me feel this pressure to be a normal person for the other person, if that makes sense? But anyway, keeping things with this guy kind of chill, I guess? But I wouldn’t call it a situationship, you know? Firstly, I’m a bit too old for that, but mainly, it feels a bit more meaningful than that. Do you know what I mean?’



‘I meant trying for a baby.’ The doctor frowned. ‘But thank you for the intel all the same.’ He didn’t look much older than me. I bet he knew what a situationship was. And from the look on her face, Tatiana definitely did.

When did me and Vin first start sleeping together? I checked my period tracker app – scrolling further and further back to find that first little pink dot that marked sexual activity in its calendar.

‘Oh! Okay. Well, I’ve actually been sexually active with my current … partner for just over a year.’ I corrected myself, surprised by the length of the thing. ‘Time really flies.’

‘And, Queenie – the plan is to have children soon?’ the doctor asked me, probing around. ‘Tatiana, can you capture that, please?’

‘Yes!’ I said a little too quickly, watching as Tatiana took a screenshot of what I presumed was my womb. I’d interrogate that later, if I remembered. I did want children, but I hadn’t really thought about the timing of it all. Nestled among all the pictures I’d stuck to my vision board by my front door of luxury holiday destinations, stacks of money, women looking like bosses in suits, were cut-outs of little smiling Black babies. I just hadn’t put any timeframes to the visions. ‘Yes, I think so. No time like the present.’

‘And you’ve been pregnant before?’

‘Are you asking me, or telling me?’ I checked. Was this a race-based presumption? ‘I have, yes.’ I told him, my voice catching in my throat.

‘And the pregnancy didn’t come to term because?’

‘Not because I didn’t want it to,’ I clarified. ‘Well, I was younger. I was twenty-five. And I’ve pushed it to the back of my mind when it’s come up – sorry if this is emotional TMI, but in essence, I still don’t know what choice I would have made. But I didn’t make the choice back then. The universe did. And maybe it was the right one. I don’t know. I’ll never know, I guess.’

The doctor blinked back at me. Didn’t they have training in being kind, understanding etc.? I looked at Tatiana, who finally wiped the look of judgement off her face.

‘Okay, well, you’ll be happy to hear that all looks pretty normal here,’ he said, slowly withdrawing the probe. ‘I’ll double check a couple of things with Dr Hussain, but you seem to have a good number of follicles, and the womb itself looks fine. There’s a slight shadow over your left ovary, but I don’t think that’s anything to worry about.’

A surprise crash of relief washed over me. I hadn’t ever really taken the time to think about the state of my womb; I just about thought about whether or not my period was on time.

‘Thank you! So, we’re done here? Do I need some sort of print-out, some sort of scan images?’ I’d put those in the article.

‘We don’t usually do that, no. But before we send you on your way, we need to take some bloods to make sure your hormone levels are where they should be.’ Dr Ashok snapped off the gloves. ‘From what I’ve seen, everything should be fine! So, I’ll leave you in the very capable hands of Tatiana to get that ticked off the list.’

I sat up and waited for him to draw back the curtain so that I could wipe the gunk that had spilled out between my legs with the rough tissue paper they’d had me lying on.

‘Oh and, Queenie?’

‘Mmm?’ I thought he was going to ask me if I was planning on ever defining my relationship, and ultimately trying for a child, with Vin.

‘Do you know what your BMI is?’ he asked.



‘No, they weighed me and took my height earlier, but I didn’t check. It’s probably a bit high, right?’ I shrugged. I’d always been on the bigger side, everyone knew that.

‘If you could think about losing some weight, I’m sure your fertility journey will be much smoother.’ Dr Ashok smiled. ‘And don’t forget, the clock is ticking.’

‘Hello, hello, sorry I’m late!’ I bustled into the team meeting room, a steaming polystyrene cup of herbal tea sloshing in my hand. ‘Research appointment ran over.’

The research appointment had not, in fact, run over; I had left the appointment, passed by a sex shop in Soho that was actually not on my way to the office, finally bought a rose for myself and a cock ring for Vin, dropped off my Dr. Martens returns at the post office, spoken to Aunty Maggie and then got a German chamomile, valerian and lemon balm serenity tea from the coffee shop at the other end of the road.

‘At least you got here.’ Big boss Mecca looked pointedly at the cup.

‘For my nerves!’ I defended the drink, sitting between Naira, our staff writer, who oscillated between being a complete airhead and the smartest person in the room, and Kasha, the buxom and brooding social media manager of The Good Sis, who wasn’t always my biggest fan.

‘Queenie, you missed Kasha’s update on the new website layout,’ Mecca informed me.

‘Sorry, sorry, how did it go?’ I asked, trying to bring some lift to my voice. I knew that was going to lose me points that I already didn’t have with Kasha. It wasn’t that I thought Kasha disliked me; it was that she didn’t actively like me that I found difficult.



‘Fine.’ Kasha smiled tightly through plump glossed lips and straight white teeth. Why didn’t she love me? I was a lovable person!

‘Kasha can send you the report later,’ Mecca suggested. ‘Naira, you’re up.’

‘Actually, I’d like to hear how Queenie’s article is going.’ Kasha turned to me. ‘You’ve been working on it for a while, and I think we’d all like to know the fruits of your labour, if you’ll excuse the pun.’

Maybe Kasha did dislike me.

‘Yes, so …’ I searched my busy head for the words. ‘I’m effectively using myself as a test subject to explore the treatment of Black women on their fertility journey. But obviously I will not be getting pregnant myself.’

‘And this morning you were …?’

‘At a research appointment at one of the leading fertility clinics in London,’ I answered quickly. ‘However, when I asked about the demographic of women the clinic was leading in, they couldn’t give me an answer.’

‘I think that what you’re really good at,’ Kasha began, crossing her sturdy legs, ‘is anecdotal, qualitative reporting. People really trust you, and they clearly like talking to you.’

Why did she sound like that surprised her?

‘But where I think you could improve,’ she continued, ‘is backing that all up with actual quantitative data. You know, like, statistics? Numbers?’

‘Sure.’ I smiled at Kasha, who smiled back at me. We always found ourselves in a passive-aggressive smile war. ‘That’s the plan. Naira! Why don’t you take it away?’

I continued to smile at Kasha, not breaking eye contact until she did. How dare she? I’d show her.



‘Great, thank you!’ Naira hopped up, broke through the circle of chairs and walked towards the front of the room with an energy that I had when I was her age. The main difference between us was that when I was her age, I had the zest but not the confidence. I’d had the intention, but had always got distracted when it came to the follow-through.

‘Okay, so, I’m still working on my dating video series, but what I’d like to pitch you all today is environmentally focused,’ Naira began. The Good Sis had been a life-changing place to work, and a far cry from my last workplace, where being the only Black woman in a five-mile radius had seen me go from pet to threat on an almost daily basis. They’d liked the novelty of me until I tried to make my mark. I started working here when I was thirty; headhunted by Mecca Ramcharan, a West London-born Trinidadian researcher who got sick of being excluded from the British media and decided to start her own social media platform. She’d seen my work online and thought I’d be the perfect head of editorial. I was never sure about perfect, but I’d been good.

Mecca had already been developing The Good Sis with her chief operating officer slash social media manager Kasha, a straight-shooting ex-accountant wunderkind who’d studied economics at Cambridge but dropped out after an incident with a member of the faculty that she’d never talk about. Add to that Lexia Winborn, our new designer after the last one was poached by a publishing house, and Naira Antoine-Ward, who was about to deliver a pitch that twenty-five-year-old me could never have dreamed of. The youth of today were different, though; they left the house a lot less than we used to. More time to work.

‘Effectively, the Caribbean is sinking,’ Naira continued dramatically. ‘And there is no government body to take responsibility for it; in the last two years, the devastation of Storms Beryl and Melissa have ruined the subregion, and there is more devastation to come. Have any of you heard of Cartí Sugtupu?’

We all shook our heads. I still wanted to jump out of my chair and knock the permanent smirk off Kasha’s face. I always, always backed up what I said. I was a good writer! It was pretty much the only thing I was good at.

‘Well, it’s a tiny island just off Panama’s Caribbean coastline that is sinking as we speak. Several of the indigenous community that densely populate the island are having to relocate to the mainland because of rising sea levels. And you know why that is?’

‘I’m going to guess global warming?’ Lexia offered.

‘Exactly.’ Naira slammed a hand on the table passionately. ‘In this piece …’

My phone buzzed as Naira continued. I snuck a look.

Vin:

Coming like 1 threat

Good thing I like surprises.

Can you come after 11?

Got some stuff to tie up before I tie you up

I felt my face flush. First with excitement, and then with fear. But we feel the fear and we fuck it anyway.

Queenie:

Sure babe. Is that a promise?



I hoped it wasn’t a promise. That sounded a bit worrying. I wasn’t really into that kind of kink. There were too many variables.

Queenie:

… it’s just that we’ve never really done the tying up thing

And it’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s more that there could be a fire

Or you might fall and hit your head and you’re unconscious and then I can’t get out, do you see what I mean?

Not wishing any of that on you babe

Let’s discuss later xxx

‘Queenie—’ Kasha, bass in her voice, was staring at me. ‘Head of editorial. Always on her phone.’

‘Sorry.’ I locked my digital dopamine device. ‘I was listening!’

‘Well? What do you think?’ Mecca prodded.

‘It sounds really interesting!’ I smiled, placing my phone in the gap between the arch in my back and the plastic chair. ‘I was just looking up the island Naira mentioned.’

‘Mmm.’ Mecca leaned forwards. ‘What do you think of the framing of the piece?’



‘I love how committed you are to environmental racism, Naira.’ I sat back in my seat. ‘It would be good to think about your entry point, and to make sure you have a solid set of sources, but on the whole, I think if you position the piece to highlight the reality of the Caribbean being an endangered subregion and not primarily a fun-time tourist destination, it could really fly.’

‘Sounds like a strong August feature piece to me,’ Mecca added. ‘Something for people to think about when they’re going on their summer holidays.’

‘Exactly!’ I agreed emphatically. ‘Lexia, if you could clear some pics of the island and jazz the pictures up a bit with our usual graphics?’

I wasn’t perfect, but I could think on my feet. That was good enough.

At 11 p.m. on the dot, instead of pressing the buzzer up to Vin’s flat, I lurked by the entry so that someone leaving could let me in the main door. Vin lived on the fifth floor of a building with no lift, so since we’d been seeing each other, I’d wait until someone left or entered so I could slip in behind them, then I’d take it one floor at a time, check my emails, send a few messages, look out the stairwell, check I wasn’t sweating too much, that sort of thing. After about ten minutes of analogue stairmaster admin, I’d arrive on his doorstep and knock on the door like I’d just bounded straight up. And not one for questions, critical thinking or conversation outside of sex, he’d never ask how I got into the building.

When he wasn’t working for TfL, Vin was in the gym. He ate a balanced diet. And drank smoothies with things like spirulina in them. He could fly up these stairs and not break a sweat. I had stamina, sure, but for five floors? No. Plus, I was an ex-smoker. If I coughed the wrong way, I’d see stars in my right eye.

‘Thicknesssss,’ Vin drawled sexily as he opened the door, taking me in from head to toe with his cartoonishly big eyes. ‘You’re looking good, innit?’

‘Am I?’ This was how it always started. Some kind of teasing back and forth – he’d compliment me, I’d act coy, we’d be having sex within ten minutes.

‘Yeah.’ He licked his lips. ‘Something’s different.’

‘Is it?’ I replied, stepping in past him and kicking off my Crocs.

‘Think you got thicker since I saw you,’ he growled in my ear, smacking my bum as I moved around him. ‘It’s been, what, a few weeks?’

‘Where are my slippers?’ I asked him, distracted as I scanned the unusually spotless floor for the leopard-print slides I usually wore when I came round.

‘Ah, I must have put them somewhere when I was cleaning,’ he mumbled, opening the cupboard by the door.

‘Cleaning?’ I repeated. ‘For me?’

‘Here you are, hun.’ He smiled, dropping the slides in front of me.

Hun was new.

I shoved my feet into them and walked into Vin’s living room, dropping my bag onto the brown leather L-sofa that dominated the corner of the navy-blue room.

I turned around and opened my mouth to say that it was curiously tidy in here, but before I could vocalise my observation, Vin was on me. His soft, plump lips eased mine open, his tongue searching for mine.

It wasn’t that kissing Vin didn’t turn me on; in a way it did. It was more that familiarity did nothing truly exciting for me. I was used to Vin. He was sexy and, best of all, he was stable. I generally knew where I was with him, even if it was bent over the arm of his brown leather sofa with the blood rushing to my head.

I broke away from him to take a breath.

‘Did you see my message about the tying up?’ I asked, placing a hand gently on his chest so that he knew I wasn’t about to start a hostile conversation.

‘Yeah,’ Vin smiled, pulling me back into him. ‘I was only playing with you. I know you’re not a freak like that.’

‘Um, I can be a freak,’ I retorted. ‘Just a freak within the constraints of my capabilities.’

‘You and them big words.’ Vin smiled widely, a flash of mischief across his deep brown eyes. ‘You want a drink?’

‘Have you got any Ribena?’ I asked, tracing my fingers up the middle of his muscular back. There were sexier things I could have said, sure.

‘I thought you might want something stronger than that.’ He grinned, his wide hands moving across my hips and landing firmly on my bum.

‘I don’t drink, remember?’ I reminded him as he squeezed the firm flesh.

‘Of course, of course, silly me.’ Vin moved towards the kitchen. ‘Make yourself comfortable. One Ribena coming up for my baby girl.’

I’d met Vin on the way to the first session with my second therapist, Sharon. Her office was in Oval, but I was so distracted by being late that I accidentally stepped off the Tube early. My battery had died, and I came out of the wrong station and stood, trying to stave off a panic attack, outside the barriers trying to figure out where I’d gone wrong.

Vin sauntered over to me, all smiles and hungry eyes, asking if I needed help. He was so charismatic and relaxed that the panic attack subsided as quickly as it came. He let me use his portable charger in exchange for my number, and the rest was history. We hadn’t had a first date, per se. He’d come to pick me up from my house in his car, a ‘brand-new M3 four-litre V8, babes’, and we just … sat and spoke inside it for a while.

He didn’t touch me, he didn’t ask anything sexual, he just wanted to know who I was, and what I was about. He liked that I wrote for a living, and said that I could be the one to help him when he needed to put the dark thoughts in his mind into words. I didn’t see that as a red flag. He was such a black Labrador that I knew for a fact that the nicest of the dark thoughts I had were much more concerning than his.

When I’d got in and called Kyazike, she said that ‘any guy who takes you on a date in his car is a bum’, and asked if we even drove around. When I told her that we stayed parked outside my block, she said that I needed to go and have a good long look in the mirror and ask myself if I wanted to be involved with a man who didn’t want to spend petrol money on me.

Still, I gave him a second chance. It had been a long time since a man hadn’t immediately asked if I preferred to give head or get head, and I really valued that.

On our second ‘date’, he cooked me dinner. His family were from the Bahamas, so I’d expected some sort of national dish, but he made me spaghetti Bolognese.

After we’d eaten, we settled down on the sofa to watch a film, and before I knew it my ankles were by his ears. Vin was fun to have sex with; he was commanding, he was gentle, and he liked to grab and squeeze and roll around. He made me feel like I was on some sort of erotic fairground ride where the end goal was both to have a stomach-dropping orgasm and also to finish breathless and thank God that everything was in one piece at the end.

‘Here ya go.’ Vin handed me a mug of purple liquid. ‘For the lady. You hungry?’

‘I mean, I guess I could eat.’ I took a sip from the mug, avoiding the chip at its rim. I went to put it down, barely getting it on the table, when Vin locked his arms around my waist and pulled me back towards him.

‘I been thinking about you a lot, you know?’ he breathed into my neck before nuzzling his way up to my ear and biting it gently. His facial hair tickled me, but I’d learned by now that laughing in the moment does ruin it.

‘Oh, really?’ I whispered to him as he yanked my dress up over my hips, wondering why he asked if I was hungry if he wasn’t going to offer me something to eat. ‘What have you been thinking?’

‘About how much I love when you sit on this.’ He smirked, pulling down his tracksuit bottoms and his Next branded boxer briefs, letting his erection spring out and look me dead in the eye.

I guessed that today wasn’t going to be a foreplay day. As much as I liked how Vin made me feel, why did it seem like I was fucking a man who’d peaked at twenty-one?

‘I think maybe I could be a bit … wetter,’ I suggested, ‘before I climb on? If that’s okay?’

One of the biggest workings in my last therapy sessions with Sharon before they ended had been sexual assertion. And how asking for what you want is okay. It had taken me a while to start advocating for very simple things such as wetness, and only causing me pain if we’d agreed on it, but I’d finally got there. And I wanted to stay there.

‘Talk me through what you want.’ Vin stared at me through hooded lids.

‘Talk you … through? Um – okay,’ I began. This, too, was new. ‘Let me just go to the bathroom quickly.’

Before he could ask why, I hopped up, pulled my dress down and shuffled to the bathroom, taking my phone with me.

‘Oh!’ I rustled through my bag and pulled out the cock ring. ‘Here’s your surprise.’

‘What’s that?’ he asked as I threw it at him to distract him, the way you might throw a frisbee for a dog.

I made it into the bathroom, locked the door behind me and perched on the edge of the bath, the plastic casing groaning and threatening to crack beneath me.

‘What was that noise?’ Vin called from the front room. ‘You good?’

‘I’m fine!’ I called back. Was he listening?

I stood up so that I didn’t break the bath, and messaged Kyazike.

Queenie:

Vin has asked me to talk him through what I want

Kyazike:

TfL Man?



Queenie:

Kyazike you know his name is Vin

Kyazike:

Relationship or sexual?

And they don’t deserve government names til they prove themselves worthy

I don’t make the rules

Queenie:

The second one. He wants me to talk through the sex! What do I SAY?

Kyazike:

You need to figure out what you want first then isn’t it

Queenie:

Now isn’t the time to be philosophical Kyazike, please

Kyazike:

Tell TfL Man you want him to eat your pussy til you squirt, and then you want a Birkin



Queenie:

No that’s too intense! I don’t want to squirt!

And I don’t want a Birkin!!!!

Kyazike:

Relax, Queenie. You know him and he knows you. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Take a breath, think about what you want, and tell him. And remember, if you DON’T want sex, you can tell him that too. This isn’t just about him

Queenie:

Very wise. Over and out. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know how it goes

Kyazike:

Remember I’m with Tiago all weekend sis. Meeting his parents.

I’ll bell you Monday xxxxx

Sometimes it felt like my friends had taken a special course in having boundaries with me so that I didn’t take over their lives with my problems. And why was she spending the whole weekend with Tiago? And meeting his parents? When did things get that serious? Last I knew, he was the guy who buys her shoes.

I flushed the chain and washed my hands. It was suspiciously clean in here too. Bleachy. I went to dry my hands, my eyes catching something black and furry behind the handwash. Spider? What was that?

‘You all right in there, Thickness?’ Vin called through the door, making me jump. Had he been waiting outside the bathroom the whole time?

‘One sec!’ I leaned closer to inspect. Was that an eyelash strip? I felt my stomach jolt a little. Had Vin mentioned having a sister?

‘You sure you’re good?’

‘All good!’ I stepped out of the bathroom and into the hallway where Vin was waiting for me. Thankfully he’d put his cock back in his pants. ‘I thought I saw an eight-legged friend in there.’

‘You was in there for a while.’ Vin ignored me. Maybe he wasn’t scared of spiders. Which was weird as I’d seen him run out of his flat because a wasp had made its way in. ‘You having your monthly? ’Cause you should have told me before you came, babe.’

‘No, nothing like that. I’m all good.’ I smiled at Vin, holding my hand out for his. Who cared about the eyelashes. He probably had a sister. ‘You know what I want?’

‘Tell me.’ He licked his lips and stepped closer to me.

‘Can we maybe have sex in your bed this time?’

‘Course, babes.’ Vin smiled, taking my hand and leading me into the bedroom. ‘Do you mind if there’s no sheets on the bed?’



‘I do, actually.’ I told him. ‘Sorry.’

‘Alright, gimme five.’ Vin laughed. ‘Demanding, yeah? I like it. Miss Assertive.’

‘Oh! Did you like that thing I got you?’ I asked, looking to see if the cock ring was in his hand.

‘Nah, babes.’ Vin shook his head. ‘I’m not into all that AI shit.’

‘Yo.’ Vin climbed off me, catching his breath. ‘YO. I liked that thing you did at the end. I always forget you got a couple tricks up your sleeve. I dunno what you pretend to be shy for.’

I rolled onto my stomach to take a sip of Ribena as Vin smacked my bum gently, squeezing when his hand made contact.

I smiled to myself as I nestled deeper into Vin’s fake Chanel duvet set. I was good at this. Not just sex, but at being in something. Maybe we could name it. Maybe we could very gently continue with what we were doing, and refer to what we were in as a ‘thing’. My heart might not be in it, but maybe it could be in time?

‘Would you mind getting my bonnet?’ I yawned. ‘I think it’s in my bag.’

‘Course, babe, let me just deal with this,’ Vin said, getting up to snap the full condom off his wilting erection. I watched his muscular backside as he stood up, amazed by – but I think also envious of – how firm it was.

His phone, face down, started vibrating on his bedside table. That was weird. His phone was usually on Do Not Disturb when we were together.

I peeked past the sheets at Vin as he answered the phone, turning its volume down as he put it to his ear. Maybe he didn’t want to disturb me.



‘Yo.’ He breathed quietly into the phone as he balanced it between his ear and his shoulder as he used both hands to secure a knot in the condom.

‘I’m a bit tied up at the minute,’ he told the person on the other end of the phone, turning to see if I was paying attention. I closed my eyes and pretended to be dozing off in a cute way before his gaze landed on me.

‘Ahhh, don’t do this to me, man.’

I strained to hear the voice on the other end of the phone. It sounded like a female voice. Maybe it was the sister, the owner of the lashes. Or could it be his mum? Do men refer to their mums as ‘man’?

Here’s the thing: obviously Vin and I hadn’t spoken about being exclusive, but I’d assumed that we were only sleeping with each other. He didn’t seem like he had the energy to have more than one woman. Plus, he was thirty-nine! He wasn’t exactly king of sexual stamina. He was a one-round guy; two if he’d had his ginseng tea that morning.

‘Aight, gimme fifteen,’ Vin said before ending the call.

‘Is everything okay?’ I yawned, moving further down into the bed.

‘Ahhh.’ Vin sat on the edge of the bed, his usually relaxed gait now tense, taut. ‘I hate to do this, but …’

I hauled myself up slowly, pulling the duvet up with me so that it covered my chest.

‘You’re gonna have to cut, I’m afraid.’

I picked my phone up and looked at the time. It was midnight. Sex with Vin never lasted beyond a few minutes.

‘Me? Cut?’ I asked. ‘Cut as in … leave?’

‘I know, I know, but it’s some family stress.’ He groaned. ‘I’ll make it up to you. You good to get yourself an Uber?’



Trying to hide my disappointment, I reached for his phone to put my address in the app.

‘Nah, on your phone, hun,’ Vin said, his phone ringing again. He turned so that I couldn’t see the screen, but I saw. Who was Tiffany? And why was there a squirting-water emoji next to her name? I wasn’t sure what was thicker: the plot, or me.

‘He’s seeing this Tiffany as well, surely? Why else would he get me out of his place at midnight? He practically threw me out the door! What do you think, Konrad?’ I asked my Uber driver. ‘Did I tell you that there was a water emoji next to her name?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Konrad sighed. ‘I cannot give you an answer. But what I can tell you is that I would not ask a beautiful young woman to leave my house at this time of night.’

‘Exactly!’ I exclaimed, clamping my hands onto the passenger headrest. ‘Something funny is going on. Something veeery suspicious. And the lashes! What do you think?’

Konrad didn’t reply.

‘Do you think I have a right to be upset if he’s not my boyfriend, Konrad?’

‘To that, I cannot give you an answer.’

‘Come on, Konrad, stop saying that! You’ve got to give me something! God – or, Allah, sorry – I don’t even know why I care so much!’

Konrad sighed again. ‘All I can tell you, chatty girl, is that you have a right to feel whatever you feel.’

Konrad was right. But Konrad didn’t know just how many feelings I felt on a daily basis.

‘Here’s fine, thanks,’ I said to Konrad as he pulled onto my street. ‘Thank you for listening. Ten stars.’



I stepped out of the car, about to tell Konrad to drive safely, but he shot away before I could close the door properly.

I stood in the lift, confused, as it rattled up to the sixth floor. Confused, and with a horrible feeling in my stomach. Should I have known the rules here? Was I being naive?

When I got into my flat, I made myself a cup of decaf tea and got my laptop out. I started to compose an email to my old therapist.

To: Sharon.Martin@MindWellness.com

From: Queenie_rules456@hotmail.com

Subject: Top Up Session?

Hiiii Sharon!

Hope you’ve been well! Queenie here, obviously. As you can tell, I’ve managed not to be in touch since we came to the end of our sessions (a whole six months ago! Time flies), but I wondered if we could have one of those top-up sessions you mentioned? I’ve been going over the mantras you gave me, and I’ve been meditating, doing my breathing – you get the point. I’ve just been a bit rocked by something I didn’t expect and I need to talk.

I stopped typing and closed the laptop, reaching for my therapy journal. Why was I emailing a therapist at one in the morning over a man? I flicked through the pages, trying to gather a plan of action from my messy handwriting. I didn’t need a top-up session; I needed to stop, then take a moment to think about how I could centre my own needs in the situation. I scanned the pages, past the names of the people who had hurt me, the people I’d loved, cared about, the people I felt betrayed by, the people on my kill list, when my eyes landed squarely on one phrase I’d written over and over.



Ask for what you need.

I got my phone out of my pocket and messaged Vin.

Queenie:

Have you got a minute?

I doubted he was having sex with whoever Tiffany was. He’d already spent his one round on me, and from the motion of things, today hadn’t been a ginseng day. My phone buzzed with a reply.

Vin:

Yhhh can msg but not speak

Queenie:

Okay. Fine. Needed to say that us seeing other people is cool, but you kicking me out of your house at midnight is not

Vin:

Sorry about that, girl. Shoulda spoken with you about it properly but glad you’re cool with it

My stomach lurched. I half expected him to say, ‘No, it’s not what you think. Tiffany is a friend who needed my help because her house was burning down, and she and her female partner needed somewhere to stay.’ But the emoji said it all, didn’t it? Tiffany is clearly more important than me, and she probably gets wetter than me. Or even worse: she’s a squirter! I’d never squirted!

Queenie:

Yeah, course I’m cool with it. You didn’t think you were the only person I was seeing, did you?

I watched the message thread, waiting for Vin to reply. My lie didn’t even make me feel victorious. I just felt silly. Childish. Eventually, his only response was a measly thumbs-up reaction to my last message.

As I lay in bed wondering if the clown emoji was saved next to my name in Vin’s phone, I took a second to remind myself that I was fine. Well, maybe not in this moment, but I would be after I’d slept on things. I was thirty-three. I had a working womb. I had a good job – I was good at my job. I was finally on the right side of history and making a difference. I had friends who loved me, I had family who loved and tried their best to understand me, and this thing with Vin wasn’t the end of the world. It’s not as though I caught my life partner cheating on me. And it’s not like Vin had abandoned me. Also, it’s not like it was over. Everything was fine. This squirter situation was just new. And it was okay to be rocked by new things.

I flipped my pillow over. If everything was fine, why did I feel like something bad was brewing? I hadn’t felt this way in a very, very long time.



Chapter Two

‘Whose ugly car is that in the driveway?’ Diana shouted from Grandma and Grandad’s hallway.

‘It’s my car!’ I shouted back from the kitchen as I closed the oven. ‘And don’t say that! Vybz Cartel is not ugly! It’s a very standard Vauxhall Corsa!’

‘Who the hell buys an orange car?’ Diana stepped into the kitchen, head to toe Corteiz, her girlfriend Imani all bright eyes and slicked-down baby hairs and long, neat dreadlocks trailing behind her.

It had been a while since I’d seen them. They both looked exhausted and overwhelmed; it was the beginning of their summer holidays, and that last stretch of freedom between their second and final year of studying – at Exeter University where they’d met. It was a rare occurrence for them to grace us with their presence.

‘Don’t say that!’ Imani hissed, digging her elbow into Diana’s ribs. ‘It’s cute!’

‘I’m just saying that of all the colours in the world to get a whip, why would you choose orange?’ Diana snorted, pulling the hood of her tracksuit over her canerows. ‘Orange isn’t even Queenie’s favourite colour.’

I felt quite touched, in a way.

‘It was cheap, and it works,’ I told Diana. ‘You wait till it’s time for you to get a car.’

‘It won’t be orange, I can tell you that.’


‘Leave Queenie and her car alone.’ Grandad shuffled into the kitchen from the garden, wiping his slippers slowly on the mat.

‘I think it’s unique!’ Imani offered, her tooth gem sparkling as she smiled at me. ‘And it looks well loved.’

‘Diana! Is that you?’ Aunty Maggie called from the back room. ‘I’d know that grating voice anywhere. I did give birth to it,’ she continued, walking into the kitchen, a shock of grey at her roots. She’d stopped colouring it a month ago after she got forwarded (many times) a WhatsApp message about the government putting cancer in hair dye.

‘Well, who else was it gonna be?’ Diana rolled her eyes to the back of her head. She got that from me. ‘Happy birthday, MOOMA.’

‘Thank you very much, my one daughter.’ Aunty Maggie pulled Diana’s hood back down before enveloping her daughter in a big hug that Diana only allowed due to the occasion. ‘And nice of you to bring your friend along.’

‘Her girlfriend,’ me, Grandma and Grandad said in unison as Grandma marched into the kitchen, a pot of something needing her immediate attention.

‘How are you, Imani?’ Aunty Maggie asked our dinner guest as Grandad stole past her out of the kitchen and into what would be blissful silence for him. He was getting older.

‘We’re completely exhausted,’ Imani, a drama student, began dramatically, flicking her long locks over her slender shoulder before taking a seat at the kitchen table. ‘Second year was nasty. They’re working us dry! I thought university was meant to be fun!’

‘I don’t know who told you that education was meant to be fun, my dear.’ Grandma laughed as she picked up a serving dish overspilling with curry chicken.

‘My mum’s coming, right?’ I asked, the doorbell ringing right on time.


‘There you go.’ Grandma pursed her lips in the direction of the front door as she finished decanting the rest of the dinner onto serving dishes. ‘Diana, get the door and go to the back room. You people are crowding my kitchen.’

‘Mum, how does it feel to be sixty-two?’ Diana asked, reaching for the bowl stacked high with corn on the cob, minus the butter because cholesterol, etcetera.

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Maggie answered, shrugging her fabric-laden shoulders as she speared a lamb chop with her knife.

‘Careful of my china!’ Grandma pointed an arthritis-nobbled finger at Maggie.

‘How you mean?’ Diana put her knife and fork down. ‘If I’m twenty-one, and you had me when you were fort—’

‘So I never taught you that it was rude to talk about a woman’s age, Diana?’

‘I think that sixty-two is a very honourable age.’ Grandad smiled, lifting a spoon of mashed potato to his lips.

‘How old are you, Grandad?’ I turned to him. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever known how old you are.’

‘I think eighty-six … how old am I, Veronica?’

‘You’re eighty-eight, Wilfred,’ Grandma corrected him. ‘Which makes me the ripe old age of eighty-six, and proud of it.’

‘You look good for it, Mum.’ My mum smiled. ‘You don’t look a day over forty.’

‘Don’ be suh silly.’ Grandma kissed her teeth before looking around at us, her offspring plus Imani, eyes glazing over in a way that signalled the trip down memory lane she was about to bring us on.

‘And look at what I have produced. You will all have such beautiful children to carry on the Jenkins family name.’


‘Beautiful and facety.’ Aunty Maggie looked over at Diana.

‘You won’t leave it too late, will you?’ Grandma eyed me, Diana and to an extent Imani, which was maybe too presumptuous but was at least inclusive.

‘It’s a bit too early for all that, I think.’ I swallowed down a mouthful of steamed cabbage.

‘Well, you’ve already left it quite late, haven’t you, Queenie?’ Grandma sighed as I forked some chicken into my mouth. ‘In my day you’d have had at least three by now. The men would have been chasing you down to breed you!’

Was this a conversation to be having in front of the whole family?

‘Well, times are different, obviously,’ I started with my mouth full, trying not to choke on the chicken that had turned into sawdust as it went down. ‘You had Mum and Aunty Maggie in your twenties! And I guess I just … maybe haven’t met the right person yet?’ which wasn’t true. I had met the right person. He just hadn’t chosen to stay. ‘Maybe there’s no such thing as the right person.’ I shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s just about timing.’

‘Well, it wasn’t that Gemini boy – wha’ him name again?’ Aunty Maggie asked, reaching over me for the macaroni cheese.

‘Sam?’ Diana looked over at me, narrowing her eyes as she tried to remember.

‘No! I remember. It was Dan!’ Grandma nodded triumphantly.

‘Wasn’t he called suttin’ like Joe?’ Aunty Maggie asked the room and not me.

‘No, it began with T, didn’t it?’ Grandad wondered aloud, putting his knife and fork down to concentrate.

‘Ted?’ Imani offered. She wasn’t even there!

‘No, that was another one,’ I told her.

‘What do you mean, “another one”?’ Diana turned to me.


‘Don’t worry about it.’ I shook my head.

‘Tom,’ my mum cut in. ‘Queenie’s ex-boyfriend was called Tom. And I think that we should change the subject.’

‘Yeah, let’s change it to what happened between Queenie and Frank,’ Diana suggested. ‘Because we actually like Frank.’

‘Tell him I asked after him, nuh, Queenie?’ Grandad lifted his fork to speak. ‘Real general, that Frank.’

‘He’s the one who helped you move into halls, right?’ Imani asked Diana, reaching for a corn on the cob. ‘With that van?’

I pushed my plate away as I felt my stomach drop.

‘Frank isn’t important,’ I mumbled quickly. ‘He’s Kyazike’s cousin. Nothing more, nothing less.’

We all sat around a melting tub of vanilla ice cream and an impressively solid rum cake minus the rum that Grandma had allegedly made only a week ago. Dinner was nearly over; I could escape soon. I’d managed to direct the conversation away from my love life and the absence of a baby, and on to how I was doing at work. Then we’d moved on to the rate of inflation and how Grandma and Grandad’s house was bought for thirty pounds in 1962. One more topic and then we could wrap it all up.

‘Oh, Queenie,’ Diana started, turning to me. ‘I was meant to ask you when I got here before I got distracted by your shocking whip. Who’s Vin?’

This wasn’t the topic I had in mind. And why were the Queenie topics always for public discussion?

‘Vin?’ I tried to buy myself some time. ‘I’m not sure?’

‘What do you mean, you’re not sure? Whenever I go on your Insta his name is there under your pics, liking everything. I always catch his name ’cause it’s not like you have a lot of followers, and not ones I don’t know. Hold on, let me show you—’


‘Oh! Vin!’ I looked up, pretending to reboot my memory. ‘Yeah, Vin is cool. We met a few months ago, and—’

‘Vin?’ Grandma had locked into the chat. ‘Short for Vincent?’

‘I guess so.’ I shrugged. I did guess so. Should I have asked him? What else could it be short for?

‘What’s his surname?’ Grandma continued her line of questioning.

‘Er … I’m not sure, actually.’

I should know that, shouldn’t I? Next time I went round I’d look at a bit of his post.

‘Where’s his family from, Queenie?’ Aunty Maggie asked suspiciously. ‘Is he from our sides or … a more foreign land?’

‘She’s asking if he’s Black,’ Diana clarified.

‘Yeah, I got that, thanks.’ I smiled sarcastically, giving Diana a thumbs-up. ‘His family’s from the Bahamas.’

‘Do we know anyone from there, Dad?’ Aunty Maggie chopped a piece of rum cake in two with her spoon.

‘You know, they definitely feel like the Caribbeans I know the least about,’ my mum added.

‘Ah, yes! I used to work with a Bahamian chap call’ Kenneth,’ Grandad began. ‘Tall! Wide forehead. A real hard worker.’

‘I remember him!’ Grandma chimed in. ‘His wife was having an affair with his brother, Eugene.’

Grandad turned his full body in his chair to look at her. ‘What yuh telling me, Veronica?’

‘Me neva’ tell you back then?’ Grandma asked. ‘Backside! I tink seh she was really in love with Eugene. And not Kenneth at all.’

‘How yuh know?’ Grandad took off his glasses with one hand and rubbed his temples with the other, concerned, as though this was information he’d have to pass over to Kenneth next week at work.


‘She let slip at that likkle foreign employee family mixer your company used to do, Wilfred.’

Elder adult gossip was outrageous compared to ours. Our gossip was never about love or true feelings, or even any scandal. Our gossip was about who said what about who on the internet.

‘I remember them!’ My mum sat up in her seat. ‘They had three sons, didn’t they? Between mine and Maggie’s ages. They tried to get me to show them what was under my skirt at one of those mixers.’

‘Dat is right,’ Maggie added. ‘And when I caught them I wrung all their necks.’

‘Wait, I think we’ve drifted away from the point!’ Diana piped up. ‘So, Vin is what, Queenie? Your friend? Your man? On the way to being your man?’

‘Diana.’ I looked around to remind her that we were in a group setting.

‘Queenie, grow up. My girlfriend is right next to me.’ It was sobering, actually, to be confronted with the reality that my cousin, ten years my junior, was in a loving and long-term relationship with someone she could introduce to our family and to her friends, someone who could sit with our grandparents around the dinner table, and that I had been ducking and diving exactly that for approximately three years.

I took a deep breath.

‘Vin and I have been seeing each other for a few months now. We haven’t had the Conversation, but I like spending time with him. We get along! And he is generally funny. Oh, and he works for TfL.’

‘Which means he’s a nine or a ten,’ Imani offered. ‘I don’t even look at nig – men like that, but the TfL ones are fiiine.’

‘And if you marry him, you’ll get free travel,’ Diana offered.


‘We’re probably not getting married.’ I rolled my eyes at her. ‘Oh! And he lives in his own flat in Stockwell.’

‘Good!’ Aunty Maggie clapped her hands. ‘Because you don’t want a man who’s using you for a place to stay. I lost count of how many of my boyfriends would try to move in after one shandy and a walk round the park because their mums wanted them out the house.’

‘That sounds really nice, Queenie.’ My mum smiled at me. ‘You know, it sounds silly, but it’s so important to actually get along with the person you’re interested in romantically. I think a lot of people forget that.’

‘We get along, don’t we?’ Diana put an arm around Imani and kissed her on the forehead sweetly.

‘Diana.’ Aunty Maggie’s lips tightened. ‘Not in front of your grandparents.’

‘Mek dem kiss, nuh?’ Grandma sighed, leaning back in her chair. ‘Life is too short.’

‘Do you think we’ll ever meet this Vin?’ Grandad asked.

‘Maybe!’ I smiled. Maybe. Where was my phone? Usually he’d have messaged me by now.

‘If he works for TfL, he might know some of my old colleagues from the train lines.’ Grandad smiled.

‘He’s Queenie’s age, Dad.’ Aunty Maggie cackled. ‘All your old colleagues are long gone.’

When we were finally allowed to leave the dinner table, and Diana and Imani had set up a two-person dish-cleaning production line, I went into the hallway to rummage through my jacket pocket. I checked my phone. A couple of Insta notifications, a message from Kyazike, but nothing from Vin. What if he was still with wet emoji? What if wet emoji wasn’t someone he was just having sex with? What if, actually, she was much better for him than I was, and they were on a weekend break, getting to know each other better? What if, when he got back, he was going to message me and tell me that we shouldn’t see each oth – Right. I stopped. I took a deep breath. I was making up stories. Vin was probably working.

Ask for what you need.

Queenie:

Hey Vin. Hope you’re having a good Sunday. You at work? xx

I stared at the message screen, willing an immediate reply and the clarity that came with it.

‘Can you drop us to Camberwell?’ Diana popped up behind me, making me jump. ‘Me and Imani are going raving later and we’re gonna get ready at hers.’

‘What, in my ugly car?’ I mimicked Diana.

‘You gotta stop taking things so personally.’ Diana sighed. ‘Anyway, you might as well take us. I know you don’t have anything better to do.’

‘How do you know?’ I folded my arms, frowning. ‘I’m going to Kyazike’s, actually.’

‘What, to talk about man and eat Maltesers?’ Diana laughed. ‘That is the definition of not having anything better to do.’

‘Okay, well, I’m leaving in five.’ I grabbed my car keys from the side and shook them at her. ‘Hurry up if you want a lift. Where’s Imani?’

‘Grandad is showing her something in the shed,’ Diana told me. ‘I’ll tell her to hustle.’


I sat at the bottom of the stairs waiting for them and opened mine and Vin’s message thread again. Still nothing. Not even a typing bubble. Should I message again? Something sexy and chill like, ‘You should be working on me;)’?

‘You’re looking well.’ My mum came down the steps behind me. ‘But how are you feeling?’

Big question.

‘Fine, I think?’ I moved over so that she could get past, allowing myself to sink into her petite frame when she squeezed onto the step next to me.

‘You think?’

‘Well, it’s hard to know for sure, isn’t it?’ I turned my face to meet hers. She was so beautiful. And she wore a lot of her sadness on her face. ‘But, on balance, nothing is wrong. And I’ll take that.’

‘Why don’t you come round to mine soon?’ My mum put a small hand on mine. ‘It’s hard to talk when everyone is here. And everyone has an opinion. Especially my sister, my God.’

‘I’d like that!’ I nodded, looking at my dry phone again. ‘Diana! Imani! I’m leaving now!’

‘Without saying goodbye to your grandparents?’ Aunty Maggie crashed into the hallway. ‘What is going on?’

‘See what I mean?’ my mum said behind me quietly.

‘Bye, Grandma! Bye, Grandad!’ I shouted into the house.

‘Is it this Vin?’ Maggie asked, hands on her hips. ‘You know women in this family have a habit of turning mad for man.’

‘Why don’t you just beat me up, Maggie?’ My mum, exasperated, turned to look at her sister, a half-laugh on her lips. ‘Come on. Let’s just go to blows in the kitchen.’

‘I’m just saying!’ Maggie started. ‘I want Queenie to keep focused on what’s important. Because we all know what can happen when she doesn’t.’


‘DIANA!’ I shouted again.

‘Ready, ready!’ Diana and Imani came bounding through the hallway, a familiar jumper wrapped around Imani’s shoulders. It was an old Nike sweater, black originally but faded almost to purple, splodges of old hardened paint on one sleeve, bleach stains across the other.

‘Where’d you get—’ I cleared my throat. ‘Where’d you get that jumper?’

‘Oh, the shed.’ Imani pinched the sleeves with manicured fingers. ‘Is it yours? I’m just borrowing it. This vest top wasn’t cutting it. It’s getting cold for August.’

‘No, it’s not mine.’ I could smell his scent on the jumper the closer Imani got to me.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll bring Frank’s precious jumper back, Queenie,’ Diana teased. ‘God forbid my girl doesn’t want her nipples out for the whole of south London.’

‘Diana,’ Aunty Maggie growled. ‘Who did I raise?’

‘I don’t care what you do with it!’ I shrugged. ‘It’s fine.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Diana smiled. ‘You tell yourself that.’

‘How’s the lighting?’ I asked Kyazike, looking up at my phone in her hand. I was lying on her bed topless, pushing my breasts together but covering my nipples with outspread fingers. ‘Can you see enough of my areola? We just need a peek.’

Kyazike, trying to balance above my torso with her feet either side of my hips, pushed my phone into the pocket of her tracksuit bottoms and looked down at me while she crossed her arms.

‘I think we need to reduce the light from above so my shadow isn’t over you.’ She could have been a director of photography in another lifetime. ‘Hold on.’


She climbed off the bed and reduced the dimmer on the big light.

‘I think we need to put that on,’ she suggested, pointing to the lamp on her bedside table, ‘and I’ll have the flash from my phone on, and angle it so that the light from it hits your titties but from behind your phone.’

‘Are you sure that’ll work?’ I checked.

‘Is someone paying for these? No. Didn’t think so.’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘They need to be grateful for what they’re getting for free.’

‘Okay, okay. Can you use this energy for the bum shots, please?’ I made sure the pendant of my necklace sat directly between my breasts.

Kyazike blinked at me for a good ten seconds.

‘You owe me one, you know that, right?’

‘I owe you more than one,’ I acknowledged, rolling my shoulders back. This nudes business was taxing on my muscles. I felt like I was doing Pilates, whatever that felt like. ‘Can we hurry up, please? My stomach is hurting from sucking it in.’

‘Well, then don’t suck it in! Let your belly fly free, babes – if he likes you, he’ll like all of you.’ Kyazike picked up her own pinging phone from the dresser and smiled at whatever had popped up on the screen.

‘No! I want to look good! And don’t call it a belly!’

‘You do look good!’ Kyazike smiled encouragingly. ‘Body so tea the British are coming, baby!’

Instead of climbing back onto the bed and continuing with the job, she sat on the edge of it and started typing.

‘Hello?’

‘Sorry, sorry. One sec. It’s Tiago.’ Kyazike smiled again, getting lost in whatever she and Tiago were sending each other.


‘Is Tiago man number one, two or three?’

‘He’s been number one for a while now, Queenie, keep up.’ Kyazike kept typing. ‘I got rid of two. He said he was gonna start growing his hair and that I’d need to canerow it, and three got rid of himself a long time ago when he tried to do up homophobia in front of me. And there was a man four in the mix, but I dashed him when he told me he could get me designer bags, but that they were only available with no dust bag.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘You want me to walk around with stolen Chanel?’

‘Wait, so number one is the sexy Mauritian you met at your colleague … Delphine’s birthday party?’

Kyazike ignored me, head in the phone.

‘Kyazike!’

‘Sorry, yes. He’s Delphine’s nephew, runs a car dealership, thirty-six, no kids.’

My memory for certain things never failed me – a blessing and a curse.

‘And what’s he saying that’s got you giggling at the phone?’ I sat up and pulled my jumper back on.

‘Er, numero uno, I don’t giggle. Numero two-no, he said he wants to take me shopping next week.’

‘Since when do links take us shopping?’

‘Queenie. We’re thirty-three. We’re too old for links, my God. Get with the programme, sis. We audition them for three months, and if they pass, they move up to My Man status; I’ve told you this.’

‘Yeah, but I didn’t realise you were being serious.’ I frowned. ‘Vin’s been auditioning for four times that.’

‘When am I ever unserious?’ Kyazike looked confused. ‘Especially about things such as this? And don’t get me started on that TfL Man. I know you like his arms, but still—’


‘Kyazike,’ I cut her off. Didn’t want a lecture. ‘I feel like we’re moving very fast; two weeks ago you said, and I quote, “I’m a gym girlie now, I don’t have time for man”?’

‘Well, I don’t think you’re moving fast enough,’ Kyazike said. ‘Anyway, get that jumper back off. Let’s get you these nudes.’

I lay on my stomach, having changed into the red lace thong I’d packed for what I’d referred to for the last week as ‘Project Photoshoot’, angling my bum up towards the camera. I didn’t know a lot about working out, but I knew that this was most likely a plank. Kyazike balanced above me, concentrating, snapping with my phone in her left hand, controlling the flash with her phone in the right.

‘As if TfL Man deserves all of this,’ she snorted. ‘Arch your back a little bit more for me, please.’

‘Yes! Because I need to compete with wet emoji!’ I exclaimed, turning my neck so that I could look up at Kyazike.

‘Turn back round,’ Kyazike said. ‘I’ve almost got the shot. And Queenie, we don’t compete for men. Anyway! From what you’ve told me, wet emoji is someone he probably sees as much as he sees you. Just sounds like he’s
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