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For Mummy and Daddy




Chapter One: The Funeral

(Notting Hill, 1959)

Mikey had never seen this many people on the streets of his neighbourhood. And moving so slowly. Dressed in their funeral best, the congregation outside appeared sheepish, awkward, frightened. As if lining up for a thwack round the ear, or a verbal one. ‘A wah kinda foolishness?’ – his mother’s favourite admonition whenever he did something she didn’t understand or like. He was always using any paper he could find in the flat to sketch his ships – always ships. But Mikey’s mother didn’t see a budding artist; she saw a little brat forever scribbling on the backs of letters and bills. She’d shout, and down his head would hang like the mourners outside.

He knew why they looked like that. Head in the clouds as his was, Mikey was a solid fourteen years old, and understood, in part, the ugliness of what surrounded their little world of family and friends. A man had died. A man had been murdered. Everyone had been discussing it for weeks, a murmur of suspicion wafting through the streets of Notting Hill and Ladbroke Grove.

Now, while the freshly pressed suits and smocks made their funeral walk, the west London rumour mill had become quiet and reflective. Whatever conjecture there had been about who did it – the Teddy Boys? Possibly. A lone racist? Maybe. Mosley’s lot? Probably – had now been replaced by shoulder-shaking sobbing and disbelief.

Mikey felt his mother walk into the living room and freeze. Apparently it wasn’t for an impromptu nag or instruction. She stayed silent. Of the million things Mikey found fascinating his mother feared that this murder, something she could barely make sense of herself, would pique his curiosity to an extreme that no stern look or strike with a wooden spoon would stop.

She was right. Mikey had been staring out of that window for a good twenty minutes. The light from the sun had created a halo around his wiry, almost copper afro and reduced his sinewy body to a blue silhouette. His head was cocked to the side, as if asking: ‘so this is what happens to us here?’

‘Mi nuh know weh yuh ah look pon so ’ard, pickney,’ his mother said, poorly concealing her fear. He didn’t answer. They’d discussed this some days before. Mikey had already gone through the feelings of disappointment and uselessness when he was told he couldn’t perform his altar-boy duties at St Michael’s church for Mr Cochrane’s service. It was the singing he’d miss the most, the chance to show off his ever-expanding range, though he wouldn’t dare admit that out loud. But he knew deep down why she was uneasy. This – like the dingy, unfriendly, cold city London had revealed itself to be on his arrival – was something she could build him up to withstand, but not protect him from. He knew it. The way she was looking at him now – eyes bulging and mouth drooping – confirmed as much. Their worst fears were laid out with Mr Cochrane’s body at the funeral, latently present in the sounds of mourning from the street below.

Still Mikey was curious. He observed the flowers. So many of them: carnations, chrysanthemums, lilies; a carnival of colour compared to the black, grey and navy suits, the starched, sensible dresses. He saw people: Black, white, Indo-Caribbean, and in between. Mothers with babies, men wielding papers with the words: TIME TO HIT BACK, splashed across the front in big, bold capital letters as jittery onlookers, dreading the repeat of what led to Kelso’s – Mr Cochrane’s – death in the first place, watched. This wasn’t your average farewell to the elderly or the sick: too much anger in the air. Kelso had been thirty-two. The appetite for retribution was growing. It felt like a morbid afterglow of the fighting from the year before, when the white boys and the Union Movement fascists daubed walls and doors with KBW (Keep Britain White) and screamed promises of lynchings into the night sky. Mikey had watched those scenes unfold from street corners just far enough away from the action to avoid getting caught up in it. He’d watched from this same window where, in the distance, he saw crowds clashing and Molotov cocktails flying.

Continuing to peer out of the rickety single-panel windowpane that felt as if it might give way each time he pressed his button nose against it, Mikey wondered what the people below were talking about. Some stood off to the side, groups of men in a line leaning against the cool stone walls of the church and speaking out the sides of their mouths as if too broken to maintain eye contact.

Two men caught his attention. A young Black boy, perhaps sixteen, which would be two years older than he was, eyed the clergymen ahead, their elaborate vestments flapping in the wind as the boy’s face grew more perplexed. An older man, possibly his father, approached the boy and said something to him. The boy shook his head. The man ruffled his springy hair. Mikey, still being watched by his mother, couldn’t shake his intrigue. What could they possibly be saying on a day like this? What else was there, apart from ‘I’m sorry’?

Heavy footsteps and the faint stench of Guinness roused Mikey from his daydreaming, alerting him, minutes after he thought she’d left the front room, to the return of his mother with his father, now slowly making his way through the door to their flat and up the stairs. Mikey and his father made eye contact.

‘Hello, Daddy,’ said Mikey, just sincerely enough to get away with turning straight back to the spectacle.

‘Lard, yuh see how many people come out for this?’ His father clunked down on the thin-framed settee and stretched out his short, thick legs with difficulty. He’d put on weight in the last few months, and his favourite smart suit had become a tad snug since he last fished it out.

‘How many do you think there are?’

‘Mi nuh know. Tink mi did ear one of the policemen saying it two thousand, maybe more.’

‘How was the service?’ said Mikey’s mother in a tone that they all knew meant she didn’t really want to know. Mikey’s father shrugged, said something about it being sad and grabbed at the brown paper bag, damp with condensation, he’d brought in with him, took the glass bottle of Guinness inside it to his lips. He guzzled the foamy, tart dregs with pleasure. Some of it landed on the left lapel of his suit. He watched it dissolve and spread into a stain, then half-heartedly tried to brush it away with his fingertips. He was a little drunk, a rarity for him. Mikey’s mother, who’d been watching and silently judging for the past couple of minutes, handed her husband a damp dish cloth and shot him a knowing look. He accepted it without breaking eye contact and flashed a forlorn smile back.

‘They’re leaving now,’ Mikey said, rising slowly from his spot to claim space next to his father on the settee.

‘Already? The body in the hearse and everything?’ Mikey shrugged. His father stumbled to his feet to get a glimpse from the window. ‘Yeah, they’re moving,’ Mikey’s father offered, searching his teeth for pieces of lodged food from breakfast.

‘They’re heading to Kensal Green Cemetery. Shine and dem seh dem ah come link me soon, but mi nuh really feel like going too tough.’

‘You’re not going to the graveside?’ Mikey’s mother chimed in, trying her best to hide her disappointment while she fluffed the limp, indigo, circular cushions on the doily-covered settee.

Mikey knew where this was going. His mother’s brow furrowing deeper with every second. She’d be going on about the need to represent the family next, the importance of being respectful at a time like this. Bullshit – he’d be down there himself if she’d let him.

‘Mi nuh know … it would be nice to have someone go fi the family.’

‘Send the pickney then,’ said Mikey’s father, without skipping a beat.

Mikey guffawed. His mother kissed her teeth and slipped away into the bedroom, her anger driven home by the violent squeak the bed spring let out when she forcefully slammed her backside onto the mattress. Taking it as his cue to make things better, Mikey’s father dragged himself off the settee and trudged in after her.

Half an hour later, save for the scratch of Mikey’s pencil against the smooth, glossy piece of paper he’d salvaged from the scrap drawer, the flat had fallen silent. The crowd outside had mostly gone, though people still lingered in the streets, a faint chatter in the air. Mikey had lost interest in watching. He was still on the sofa, trying to remember the exact curves of the ship he’d arrived here on. A monster of a thing that raised his heart rate, his hopes, his dreams all at the same time. He could still hear the waves lapping against the ship’s bow as it cut through the Caribbean Sea. He could smell the stink of seawater around him. The feel of the ocean’s spray on his skin, creating a light film of chalky, salty dust once it dried. He could also hear what sounded like crying. Not from the deep recesses of his imagination, but from his parents’ bedroom.

The noise cut through him like a bone saw. He knew immediately, despite never hearing it before, who it was coming from. Gut-wrenching, the wailing was loud and deep, even if it was muffled. It was his father. He was sure of it. His mother’s sobs had never had so much bass. Enough reminiscing. He was going to investigate.

This was the sort of thing that got Mikey in trouble. ‘That nose of yours,’ his mother would say to him, ‘is always sniffing around someone else’s business.’ An expert at eavesdropping on to these conversations without detection, he slithered onto the floor and crawled along the spotless floorboards towards his parents’ room, where the sobbing had been replaced by sniffling.

The bed creaked. Mikey froze, readying his limbs for a sudden dash should one of them choose to cut their conversation short. False alarm. The chatting continued. Through the crack of their bedroom door, left ajar as it always was in this household (‘wah yuh ah talk bout privacy, Mikey? The only door yuh need fi shut is the one fi the washroom’ – another gem from his mother) he spotted his parents in an embrace he’d never seen the like of. The blinds and the light from the big window had created golden brown and black stripes all over their bodies. His mother was cradling his father’s head, and he was letting her. She rocked back and forth on the edge of the small double, whispering words of comfort into his ears as he struggled to get his words out.

‘It’s pure f-fuckery, yuh know? All of us there, saying how sorry we are, like this just happen naturally. Looking each other in the eye –’ He spat the word out in disgust, emphasising the extra ‘y’ his dialect placed in front of the word when he was angry. ‘– pretending this what we signed up for when we came here. This … fucking—’

‘Yuh wan Mikey fi hear yuh?’ warned Mikey’s mother, glancing at the door where the boy was lingering.

Mikey pulled back his head. His father’s anger and his mother’s shame made him feel uncomfortable. Like he shouldn’t be watching. He shouldn’t know his father’s nose ran when he cried, that his eyes went red and the bags underneath them puffed up, making his already slight eyes look even smaller. But he didn’t stop. This was grown people’s business, but he couldn’t help but be moved by the truth of that privacy. Almost like that time he’d walked in on them … doing whatever they were doing when they thought they had the house to themselves one Sunday afternoon.

His father was still going. ‘The pickney dem cyaan even pay their respect, because wah? Dem white boys might lick dem off too? And yet, we stay. Scraping together scraps to do wah with? Mi never come here fi survive and survive only.’

Mikey’s mother placed the tips of her delicate umber fingers underneath his chin and raised his head from her left shoulder. They both looked at the wet patch his tears and snot had left behind on her black blouse and burst into laughter.

‘See how you crease up the supmn, suh?’ Mikey’s mother kissed her teeth playfully. ‘We’re not going to be here forever. Okay? I know you’re worried but believe me. Please.’

Mikey’s father nodded. For the first time since he’d arrived in London, Mikey realised how skilled both his parents were at lying; to him, to each other, to themselves.




Chapter Two: The Flight

(Harmondsworth, 2012)

Frank woke up that morning knowing he might never see his family in one place again. He was oddly calm. Numb, but with the dazed determination of a commuter at 8 a.m. He dutifully swung his muscular legs out from under the sheets, gingerly placed his dry, bare feet on the cool linoleum and let out a yawn. He was glad to be leaving this room, his roommate, this place. While he knew he’d find it harder to depart from England, the country he’d called home for over thirty years, he was preoccupied with what his family would say when he told them, finally, that the fight was over. With just hours before his flight, he hadn’t managed to break it to them just yet. But not for want of trying.

‘We’re going to beat this, Daddy,’ his daughter Charmaine assured him on her last visit. He knew she didn’t believe it. It had been months of the same thing, over and over. Jamaican and British High Commission visits, intended, they told him, to ‘establish his identity’. But if not Frank Brown, son of Gloria and Percy Brown, proud East Londoner since the age of twelve, then who was he? Who did these authorities want him to be so badly? Why had they been on his case ever since that police officer stopped him in his car that Thursday?

Frank rose and wiped the crust from his eyes. Even with limited grooming tools, he was still noticeably handsome. His hair had grown out into a shapeless short afro. It needed combing – not the coping method he’d adopted over the past few years: picking at it, twisting it, pulling it out. His sharp cheekbones still glowed in the fluorescent light, the dingy, yellow tinge in his room highlighting his freckled brown skin and deep brown eyes. His body was still impressive. The muscles on his arms had definition. His six-pack had long faded, but firm pecs remained. He was tall, in that charmingly awkward way. At forty-nine, he looked thirty-five. A blessing that had landed him with several children over the years, and one or two babymothers who remained infatuated. His children thought nobody could hold a candle to him too. They defended him when he made mistakes. They were still staunchly defending him now, he thought. I seem nice, he said to himself. But I must not be if this keeps happening.

It was easier to blame himself. There was no other person he could point towards. The image of the face of the woman who first told him his immigration status was being called into question sent chills down his back, but she was just a messenger. Not the judge who told him weeks earlier that his kids no longer needed him, wouldn’t miss him with almost 5,000 miles between them. Not the Border Agency, or the Home Office, or the Prime Minister. Though they were all fucking bastards, the judge especially. Sometimes picturing his miserable face stunned into silence after an imaginary cussing out, delivered by Frank himself, was enough to placate him. But not for long. His mother had warned him when he struggled during those first British years after arriving from Saint Catherine, Jamaica, that if he had focused he might have made more of himself. Frank was starting to believe it too.

He took two steps towards the weighted bouquet of white and pink daisies, roses, Peruvian lilies and white snapdragon by his bed, and took in the scent. He stopped, picked up the flowers and did it again. A decaying lily leaf fell away from the bunch and landed on the floor. The flowers had died about two weeks ago. There was no longer a natural perfume to take away the faint stench of stale sweat, piss and cleaning products. But it was the only beautiful thing here and the act of sniffing tricked him into enjoying it. Charmaine and Shelly, his first two children, had spent more on those flowers than they should have to make him happy. He was going to get everything out of them. Even as they crumbled into dust.

The buckle of the aeroplane seatbelt felt ice cold in Frank’s hands. He could feel his heart beating out of his chest. He had known the phone calls half an hour before take-off would be too much to process, both for him and Charmaine, the last of the kids to know. He placed the clip into the slot and heard it click as the flight attendants grappled with fussy passengers and oversized luggage. It was happening. After years of wading through life’s choppy waters, he’d finally been swallowed up by a tsunami. He had given this country his best. It had washed it all away without apology.

Frank removed his smartphone, a cracked Samsung he hadn’t seen since he was out for a short spell the year before, from his pocket. He had dozens of missed calls. But his thoughts went to the day he cracked the phone, his mind eager to be anywhere but here. He had been dancing at the afterparty for his granddaughter’s christening. It was a risky move, his old signature, a dipping and hip-gyrating three-step routine that without fail made him the centre of attention on any dancefloor. This time, his broken screen, and not his rubber waistline, did it. He cracked a half-hearted smile thinking about it. It would be easy to distract himself with the memory of the time spent with his family and friends last year, after three years in detention. But even that period had been fraught with worry and uncertainty. No, he was doing the right thing by leaving. He knew he would crack – like so many others in Colnbrook already had – if he didn’t. Besides, now that the Home Office was aware of his intention to leave, there wasn’t much more he could do to stop it.

He swiped up on the just about functional phone, narrowly avoiding a nasty gash when a stray piece of glass brushed against his thumb. All he had to do was press call on the last number that had tried him, Charmaine’s. He found himself lingering instead. What would his daughter think of his decision to give up? Would she blame him? He hoped not. She’d always been the most compassionate and level-headed of his children. Even throughout the divorce from her and Shelly’s mother. Now, her reaction was less certain. He didn’t want to hear her cry like his mother had an hour ago. Or to hang up on him, like his second ex-partner, Ruth, had. Frank dialled and held the phone an inch away from his ear.

‘H-hello?’ whispered Charmaine’s strained voice on the other end. He could tell someone had broken the news to her already. She sounded as if she had been crying, screaming, and shouting for the entire world, and had only just stopped for breath.

‘Charmaine …’ he said.

‘H-hello?’

‘Charmaine, I’m …’ Frank took a deep breath and stared at the seatbelt sign above him to stop from crying. ‘… sorry.’

‘And you’re leaving n-now?’

Frank bit his lip so hard he drew blood. ‘Yes.’

‘Okay … okay … fuck!’

‘Charmaine!’ Her swearing had thrown him a bone. He could focus on that, as if it mattered, instead of her agonised wailing. Anything, anything but that.

‘Sorry, Daddy. I just … I can’t believe this is happening. I thought we’d have more time. I thought—’

‘Yuh talk like mi dead, darling. I’ll see you soon, yuh ear? This ting nuh over yet. Not while I’m around. We’ve just had to take … a weh dem call it … a likkle … detour, that’s all. Besides, you always said you thought life would be better back home. I suppose I’ll just have to find out.’

Charmaine made a noise that Frank knew was meant to be a giggle. But she was still crying. Talking to him like this was hurting her. He didn’t want to do it any more.

‘Listen, Dad. Just run me through everything right now, okay? I know this is hard for you, but I need to know so we can win this thing and get you back. Who are you staying with? How will you make any money? Is this voluntary?’

‘Excuse me, sir, I’m so sorry but you’ll have to end your call and put your phone on flight mode now. We’re getting ready to depart,’ said a snippy flight attendant who was leaning over the empty seat next to Frank to get his attention. He had been repeating himself for the past couple of minutes, but Frank had insisted on ignoring the coiffed young man’s flatly polite requests. He needed an enemy on his flight. The attendant’s patronising tone made him an easy target. He knew he was projecting, but he needed to. Frank raised a single finger, then a prayer gesture, hoping the gestures would buy him thirty more seconds.

‘Remember I told you about that place in Negril? Mi friend Mongoose have a guest house I can stay at for a likkle while. Maybe some work too. I’ll be fine, honest.’ Frank was lying, but it was helping. He carried on.

‘When mi reach, the embassy did seh dem ’elp appeal mi case, so it’s all a matter of when now, not if.’ More lies.

‘You really, really, don’t have to worry.’

‘Sir, please switch off your phone.’

‘Mi already tell you, ONE SECOND. Mi cyaan have ONE second to say goodbye to mi daughter?’

The attendant massaged his tanned right temple with his middle and index fingers and used his other hand to gesture to Frank that if he didn’t wrap it up soon, there would be trouble.

‘You have to go,’ said Charmaine.

‘I have to go … yes. Listen, I love you. I love all of you. Please don’t be sad.’

‘I know you love me, Daddy. And I love you too … I’m so, so sorry.’

He went silent. What could he say in response to something so heart-breaking?

‘Goodbye, Charmaine, speak tomorrow, okay?’

‘Okay. Buh-bye.’

Frank felt the blood in his veins turning to ice. He slowly lowered the hand that was gripping the phone and whispered ‘wow’. The flight attendant smiled at him and turned to resume his duties. They were taking off now. But the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach had nothing to do with the plane. Turning to get what he was sure was his last glance at Greater London, he cosied up to the window and stared down as the ground moved further and further away.

What now? he thought.




Chapter Three: The Arrival

(Tottenham, 2007)

Judith had been trying to hide her disappointment for two hours. Her face was beginning to hurt. The pained smile felt like a bruise. She wore it anyway.

When Lisa pulled onto the narrow street full of terraced houses, Judith beamed. As she stepped out of the car and into the damp sleet that had blanketed the city for the past day or so, she squealed ‘wee!’ in place of cussing. When they walked through the splintered, paint-chipped door with all those locks into a cramped, piss-stinking space between the two flats, she feigned excitement. An apartment? Even less space for me? God bless this country, she thought sarcastically.

‘This is it,’ Lisa said as they entered the second-floor flat, Judith trailing behind her, stealing looks at her cropped hair and cocky walk. Excluding her fashion sense – denim jeans and a too-tight rhinestoned tank top – her cousin still carried the air of what they accused her of back home. She still wondered whether the rumours were true. The door opened to a dark corridor with six closed doors running along either side. It was overdue a splash of paint. The stippled, yellowing wallpaper made her feel uneasy. Clusters and raised bumps, like scabs. Horrible. She followed her cousin past the other rooms to the end of the walkway. Something crashed. A high-pitched voice squealed. There was a child here too.

‘Three years old. Nasty age,’ said Lisa, as she struggled with the key. Judith didn’t know Lisa had a child. Why hadn’t she mentioned it? Perhaps she wasn’t that way inclined after all.

‘She’s not mine! She’s …’ said Lisa, sensing suspicions. She gestured at the off-white door down the end of the hallway. Judith enjoyed kids. She liked it just as much when they had other homes to go to.

‘… I don’t think he’s in. Come inside.’

‘He?’

Lisa ignored her cousin and pushed against the door in front of them. It opened with a cartoonish creak. The six-foot by nine-foot room was as bare as the corridor, save for a metal bunk bed with an empty futon frame underneath. The single thrill was a net curtain on the sash window, with rot around the edges of the window frame. The wooden floor was coming up. Judith didn’t want to touch anything.

‘I know, I know. The good news is I have a spare mattress for you. I just need to pick it up. The bad news is, we’re sharing tonight.’ Lisa didn’t look her in the eye. She hadn’t since they got in the beat-up car at Heathrow.

‘Nuh budda look pon mi vehicle, it’ll get us where we need to go,’ she’d said in jest, laughing a little too hard, her accent much thinner and patois less natural than Judith remembered years before. At fifty-four, Lisa was a good twenty-seven years younger than her, after all. It made sense that aspects of her speech had already begun adapting to this place a few years after her arrival. The same little girl who’d fled without so much as a couple of months’ warning all those years ago. Just older and more British. Judith was taking it all in. The cold, the people, the ugliness. The implausibility that this place could ever truly feel like home.

When Lisa left Jamaica for London after the incident that drove her across oceans, Judith knew her cousin hadn’t found it as nice as described, despite her cheery front on the phone and light stories of how the ‘British people dem gwan’. But she’d had no idea it would be as bleak as this. Whose kid had she heard screaming? How many other adults were in this place? Where was the kitchen? Were they allowed to use it? How did Lisa end up here? Judith stumbled backwards, hitting the metal frame meant for a futon next to her, questions racing.

‘Judith!’ Lisa looked at her cousin in the eye for the first time in hours. Humour had broken the tension. She was trying, desperately, not to let out a snort at Judith’s slapstick stumble backwards. Judith cut her eye at Lisa. There was something irritating about her cousin’s amusement. Look at where they were. Look at what she was sitting on.

‘Eee-hee, laugh yuh ah laugh,’ Judith muttered under her breath, stroking her hands across the metallic, cushion-less frame as she doggedly refused to return her cousin’s gaze.

‘Don’t be like that.’

Judith pushed her lips upwards and raised her eyebrows to say: ‘Yeah, whatever.’ A juvenile response, she knew. But she wanted Lisa to get it without having to spell it out: what were they doing calling this place a home?

Lisa circled the futon frame and perched on the edge of the curved wooden desk built into the bunk. She had to bend her neck to sit down, the beams creaking under her weight.

‘Let me guess: you have a whole heap of questions for me,’ said Lisa.

Judith raised an eyebrow. The blasé tone her cousin was affecting wasn’t fooling anyone. It was strange they hadn’t addressed the elephant in the room yet. That they were sitting here quietly, in a room that could barely contain either of them, with nothing for a view but a crumbling, moss-infested wall directly opposite and the hanging threat of roommates she hadn’t even met yet. Judith considered maintaining silence; the burden of coming clean didn’t rest on her shoulders. But Lisa’s forced, wavering smirk made her melt. She could feel her cousin’s shame.

‘So, what do you think?’ Lisa said, turning with her arms outstretched as if she were in grand surroundings.

‘Lisa …’ said Judith, willing honesty from her cousin with her stare. Lisa looked down instead. Judith repeated her name again.

‘What?’ said Lisa, trying to keep the air light. Judith raised an eyebrow.

‘Yuh know seh mi nah ’fraid fi be honest. But nuh botha ask me “what do ya think?”’ Judith said, mocking her cousin’s accent. ‘Mi wan ear your truth. What do you think?’

‘Me?’ Lisa clutched her chest.

‘No, the cat’s mother.’

Judith met Lisa’s gaze once more, hoping she wouldn’t have to spell it out, for both their sakes. She outstretched her hand, gesturing for Lisa to do the same. As their fingertips brushed against one another’s, Lisa’s body crumbled slightly, broken and saved by the contact. She exhaled, still looking at Judith. The wooden slats continued to creak.

‘That wood cyaan hold yuh, cuz,’ Judith offered, smiling softly, knowing Lisa wasn’t ready to spill just yet.

Lisa kissed her teeth and stifled a chuckle as she rose from her seat to sit by the gap on the floor between the futon and the desk. She was still holding Judith’s hand, but tighter now.

‘You see how your cuz get fat?’ she said, slapping her fleshy gut, not quite convincing herself of her feigned brightness.

‘I … guess I’ll start from the top then … you got a few hours?’ She laughed.

As Lisa’s reality became marginally clearer, Judith felt heavier. She reeled as Lisa offered sparse details about their subletting landlord, Delroy, who used the place as his pad but didn’t actually live there full time. About Shirley, the mother of the screaming child. And vaguely, about her place in all this – short of how she made money.

‘He isn’t here all the time. And when he is, you won’t have to deal with him. It’s just, he’s helpful to have around when … he helps with …’ Lisa looked away, unsure as to whether the whole truth was the best medicine for her homesick, jet-lagged cousin.

‘Never mind all that now. Delroy isn’t here,’ Lisa whispered his name when she said it, a diminuendo of: Delroy, delroy, del-roy. Why? wondered Judith.

‘Him nah ’ere?’

Lisa shook her head.

‘So, if him gaan, then why are you talking like that?’

‘It’s nothing!’ Lisa said, louder than she’d meant to. She bent her head downwards. When she brought it up again, there was a false pep in her face and voice that gave away the game. She knew it, Judith knew it. But she carried on.

‘You know how inna some people can be,’ she said with a tinge of desperation. ‘I’m being careful. They do talk, and she is in there.’

‘So, they’re a couple?’ said Judith.

‘Sometimes.’

‘Weh yuh mean?’

‘She’s his babymother, but as far as couple-couple? I don’t know.’

‘Ah wah “couple-couple”?’

‘Like, they’re a family … technically. But are they in love? Or even like?’ Lisa was whispering again.

‘But him sleep here—’

‘—sometimes,’ Lisa interrupted.

‘What about the woman? Shirley?’

‘Shh, say their names quietly.’

‘An’ she just fine with it, suh? Just a smile when him say him ready?’

Lisa nodded.

‘Bwoi,’ Judith said, heavily. There was more to it, but she didn’t want to push too hard. ‘You’re not scared of him, are you?’ she added, a part of her hoping Lisa wouldn’t answer either way. She already had by swallowing and looking at the floor. Whether Lisa came out with it or not, Judith could only imagine what she’d had to deal with if he was as bullying as he sounded. Trying her best to drown out the ranting she could now hear down the hall – the slurred ramblings of a man who had a song on his heart and too much to drink – Judith got up and hugged Lisa tightly.

‘Is that him?’

Lisa nodded and gently pushed her away, patting her on the back. Judith nodded back, the only sign of reassurance she could think to offer. They’d never met, but she felt a chill on hearing the bass in that man’s muffled voice.

‘Yuh nuh haffi to tell me everything now. But we’re family. We haffi look out for each other, y’hear?’ she said, embracing her cousin.

Lisa wasn’t going to come clean now. But when she did, whatever it was she was avoiding would be bad. Judith changed the subject.

‘Mi just fly how many thousand miles across the worl, and mi nah get no food or likkle drink fi quench mi thirst. Cha,’ Judith offered as a distraction.

Lisa smiled
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