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about the book 

A first love shouldn’t bloom so fierce, you know? It shouldn’t be like a fist forever clutched around the heart muscle ... I didn’t realise how bad I had it until he reappeared ... 

Singer-poet Gemma Weekes turns to prose with this dazzling first novel about love, set between London and New York one hot, sticky summer. Eden is locked in a state of mid-twenties adolescence – directionless, insecure and hopelessly obsessed with her first love. When Zed, the object of her affection, swoops into town, ‘flash in every line of his body’, spitting gangster rap and the most beautiful boy she’s ever seen, she knows she must have him back. Paralysed by lust, Eden hangs out at Zed’s gigs, squeezes into mini dresses and drops as many hints as a girl can without losing her dignity, but with no result. Zed’s more interested in Max – a blonde with perfect bone structure and as white as toothpaste. But is Max the real reason these two can’t get it together? As the story unfolds, glimpses of their St Lucian relatives and parents reveal that Eden and Zed have some serious history they need to face if they’re ever to understand what real love is.

Gemma Weekes has a way with language that puts all the music, sweat, colour and raw emotion of a city night directly on to the page. Her dialogue fizzes with the spoken word, her character are intensely real. From Eden’s Bible-bashing father to her mystical Aunt K and her rocker boyfriend Spanish, who smoulders with Black Pride, from Hackney to Brooklyn, Weekes brings to life a world of cross-cultural relationships, passion and pain that zings with life and reveals her to be a major new talent.


about the author 

Born in the East End of London in 1978, Gemma Weekes has lived in England and St Lucia. She had her first short story published when she was seventeen and has since made a name for herself as a poet, short story writer and musician, performing her vocals under the name of Goldyroxx.
 
www.myspace.com/goldyroxx.


heart muscle. 

THERE HE IS.

There – twinkling like a silver coin amongst the coppers.

He hurts brighter than a punch in the face.

What a meal. What a drug. God help me. He’s drawn me out like a crack dealer attracts stinking, wild-eyed cats. I’m squeezed blue by love, sweating like a runner, breath shallow, chest a cave full of bats.

It’s one of those humid summer nights in London, coloured red with pollution and overflowing with weekend drunks. Neon is loud on the pavement. Girls are out in their strappy clothes and tight shoes and the boys are hair-gelled and over-boozed, yelling up and down the street in their ‘look-at-me’ tribes. And I wish I loved one of those simple, random boys. A tumble like that would be easy to undo, not like this thing with Zed which is all soaked into the bone and getting rid of it is like trying to scrub off a mud stain with soot.

Look at him. A deep swagger of a man; perfect skin, classic jaw, rocking a letter ‘Z’ tattoo on his left bicep. He’s across the road talking on his mobile, smoking a cigarette in that sly way he does everything. Zed. That’s what he calls himself and I wonder who he’s talking to ’cause lately he lets my calls go to the beep.

And a first love shouldn’t bloom so fierce, you know? It shouldn’t be like a fist forever clutched around the heart muscle. You should be able to laugh at pictures of him, only bring him up in conversation as a marker of how far you’ve come. You should be able to say to your friends without a single twinge:

‘If we met now, he wouldn’t even get a hello, you get me?’

He’d be too stupid, ugly, smelly, skinny, fat . . . whatever it is you wouldn’t settle for as a grown-ass woman with standards. Ten years it’s been and a first love shouldn’t clot the soul. I don’t think I even realised how bad I had it until he reappeared.


three months and infinite. 

IT WAS AROUND the time the trees regained their spring mojo. Zed sent me an email and I was lightning-struck. He’d been scarce for years and all of a sudden he was saying the unimaginable:

Hey, he wrote in royal blue, Times New Roman. What’s good Brit girl? I’ve decided to quit sunny Atlanta and come out to London –

I read that line twice. London. I read it three times. He decided what?

My crew ain’t taking me nowhere right now and I don’t think I’m even feeling our material. Plus my mom’s leaning on me to suit up and go corporate, the banshee. As you probably know, that’s never gonna happen. So I’m swinging over to the UK next week for a while to work on some tracks with this producer called King Scratch – you know him? I didn’t. I couldn’t move, my fingers sweaty on the keys. Anyway, type back at me when you get the chance, let me know your location and movements. See you next week. 

Next week. He dropped those words like we saw each other on the regular, like it hadn’t been almost ten years since his face. I blinked at the screen and re-read. I’d long thought of my world as being dull and impenetrable, the kick of college a distant memory, just the daily subterranean commute, and the boredom; and the rain and market research job and the odd half-arsed affair. Galaxies away from New York and my teenaged summer of love. I was certain that nothing short of sorcery would break me out.

But there I was the following Wednesday, standing tense and disbelieving in Arrivals at Heathrow Airport, wondering if I’d still recognise him or if he would have shrunk the way places you visited back in childhood always do.

Instead, he’d done the opposite.

Oh. Oh. Oh. My heart stuttered. He’d gone superhero on me. Muscled, opaque, so tall. And all his hair was shaved right off, all the lovely cornrows. Something like a monster truck ploughed into me, a near-lethal concoction of old love and new lust. My own pitiful muscles coiled up all over, tight and achy as if yoga had never been invented. It was so good to see him I wished immediately that he hadn’t come.

‘Wow,’ he said when he reached me, eyes grazing my steep curves. ‘All grown up, huh?’

My cheek-kiss was awkward. I tried to take his bag and he laughed. I couldn’t believe how white his teeth were, how rich his skin. I couldn’t remember what I’d been doing since the time I saw him last. A blank decade yawned open behind me.

We sat knee-to-knee on the train into central London. Me stunned, him chatting companionably about this and that, skirting the big lessons, keeping it light. I stared at all his changes, the confidence that had settled down easy into his stance and carriage, filling in all the cracks and wiping any trace of fragility. I was dumb with admiration and grief.

Now, three months and infinite daydreams later, he leans against the wall of the club. Looks at his watch, scratches his face. I’m gonna just tell him straight out: Zed, let’s stop playing stupid games and . . . 

But wait.

Who the fuck is the mystery blonde?


suicide heels. 

NO!

I’m stopped short, paralysed on the lip of the kerb. All I can see in the evening dim is miles of yellow hair and two white arms wrapped around Zed like a creeper and I think I’m going to vomit. He’s laughing at something she said. It chafes me. I want to make him laugh like that, make his cheeks dimple and his eyes narrow. He glances across the street but fails to see me, probably because Blondie’s in the way.

I rushed all the way down here with my heart screaming ‘I’m late! I’m late!’, running for buses and diving for rapidly closing train doors on the choked tube platforms. And all day I’ve been too nervous to eat and when I’ve tried, it’s gone down like an Irish joke on St Patrick’s Day. I’ve not been feeling very well as a result and I guess that means I’m not being hyperbolical when I conclude that I love him so much he makes me sick. 

All that just so he can stand over there with some blonde!

Screw it. I’m going home.

‘EDEN!’ screams the bimbo and this has to be a joke. It can’t be. But it is. Even from here that babyish face and ruined voice are unmistakable. It’s bloody her from work.

‘Hey!’ She’s waving at me like a deranged traffic warden or like I’m hard of hearing. ‘Come ON, babes! What are you doing?’

‘Max?’

And now I can’t go home because they’ve seen me. So I cross the street and am almost run over by this asshole in a BMW who beeps his horn loud enough to shake me from the heart outwards. For a moment everything stops and all I think about is my blood spread thickly on the glittery black road. I imagine what it would be like to be that big, that gone, instead of this little human knot of love and scar tissue and I don’t want to die exactly but sometimes I just want to escape my skin. Ball it up and throw it in the wash or something. You know?

‘You look fuckin’ gorgeous, love!’ says Max, pulling me tight in a hug, then giving my mini-dress the once-over. ‘She has legs! I DON’T believe it!’

‘Thanks,’ I say, dry-mouthed. She takes my hand and leads me over to Zed.

‘Look who’s ’ere! She almost got run over just for you! That was close innit, Eden?!’ she says with a laugh that’s like pinching a kid’s cheek too hard.

‘Not close enough,’ I mumble. But she’s already screeched off toward her next victim. Somebody kill me please. I test it out in my head. Zed. Likes. White. Girls. Who woulda thunk it? Zed having a penchant for mainstream punani? Billboard punani. Men’s mag punani. Bony, blonde punani. So that’s his thing these days, is it?

I finally look up at him and his face surrenders nothing. Not even a stray bit of beard or a pimple.

‘Oy,’ I say in greeting. His eyes are coloured like Pepsi with ice. Glossy eyebrows, full lips.

‘Hey,’ he says to me, watching Max clatter up the street in her suicide heels. I curdle. I could beat her up in less than a minute even if I had stumps for legs and was sporting a blindfold. Swallowing would burn more calories. But I can’t jump ahead. Maybe it’s a coincidence. Maybe this is not . . . that.

I go to hug him and for the first time I notice that his left arm is in a sling. Bruises and scratches climb his shoulder, his stance more concave than usual, his face drawn.

‘Shit! What happened, Zed?’

He shrugs and pulls me into a brief, one-armed embrace.

‘Nothing. I just got in a little accident,’ he says. ‘How you doing?’ I pull away from his firm body, inhaling, memorising. Salt, smoke and musk.

‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘I wish you could say the same, though. Bloody hell.’

‘The fuck you do to your hair?’

‘I really don’t know. I woke up and it was red. It’s a miracle . . .’

‘Uh-huh,’ he laughs and doesn’t mention my dress or even look at it. ‘You funny.’

‘It was that blasted motorbike, wasn’t it?’

Zed sighs. ‘Some idiot ran into me and didn’t even stop. And of course I have no goddamned insurance,’ he shakes his head. ‘I got the bike cheap and all but still . . .’

‘I bloody told you! I told you!’ I say, images flashing through my head. The bike gone one way, and Zed the other. Sun glinting off the collision, helmet split like a nutshell, Zed’s perfect face smashed. I come over all hot and shaky just thinking about it. ‘I don’t know why you bought it in the first place.’

‘Well,’ he says. I stare at his profile but he won’t give me the benefit of his Pepsi-coloured gaze. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’

‘Of course it bloody does, Zed! Were you badly hurt?’

‘No more than usual,’ he smiles crookedly and scratches the side of his head.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Look, it ain’t nothing serious, ma. I just pulled a ligament in my leg. My arm ain’t broken, just bruised real bad.’

I shake my head, vexed beyond words. I’m not sure if my anger is aimed at him or at the fool who ran him over. Just drove off and left him there! What if he’d been dying?

‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me! Did you go to hospital? I would have come with you! I would have come to visit . . .’

‘It’s fine. Max was around to help out,’ he says. ‘But enough about me. What you been up to?’

‘This and that. Maybe you’d know that if you took my calls, Evel Knievel.’

‘Sorry. You know how it gets . . .’

‘Yep,’ I reply, fuming. I look down into the concrete, afraid he’ll see the addict’s gleam I get trapped in my eye whenever he’s around. Gratefully, I read the back of a flyer that’s been thrust between my fingers, though I might as well try and read a chair leg. I think I’ve got the title for my next art project: it’ll be called Zed. Likes. White. Girls. I can write it with a stiletto heel on a chalkboard. In Morse code. Really, really hard. Or I could write it on the back of his stupid head.

He was showing off, I bet. He almost bit the dust showing off for her. 

‘Why you so late getting down here?’ he says.

‘What?’ How can I be late when you didn’t invite me, I don’t say. ‘Has it even started yet?’

‘I just thought that since you came all this way, you might have wanted to check the rhymes. As unworthy as I am of a discerning audience member like yourself. But I got off stage an hour ago—’

‘Zed! You’re not going back on?’

‘No.’

‘That’s so typical. I can’t believe it. I checked the time on the flyer before I left and I thought that—’

‘I’m kidding.’

‘What?’

‘I was just fuckin’ wit you.’

I hit him as hard as I can and then I remember about the accident and say ‘Oh God, sorry!’ but he just laughs.

‘You ain’t tough.’

‘Whatever,’ I say, but he’s right. I’m really not. He didn’t even flinch. ‘So . . . what are you doing out here? Shouldn’t you be getting ready for your set?’

He shakes his head, irritation flitting across his features. ‘The mics ain’t here yet. Can you believe it? Dude says he’s on his way.’

‘But it’s cool though, right? You’ll still get to perform?’

‘Yeah, it’s no problem. They wanted to wait for it to fill up anyway and people are just about getting here now.’

He runs his tongue nervously over his lips and the insane locomotive in my chest picks up speed, rattling the tracks and sending off sparks.

‘Since when do you smoke cigarettes?’ I blurt.

‘What?’

‘I said, what’s with the cancer sticks? That’s a new one.’

He fiddles with his lighter. ‘What are you? Like, the Health Secretary of Great Britain or something?’

‘No, I’m just curious about all these new ways you’ve been finding lately to put yourself on permanent leave.’

He sneezes, adjusts the leather cuff on his arm. ‘Eden . . .’

‘Oy, SEXY!’ Max is back and hugging my face. ‘I still can’t believe you’re here! I’m so glad you came down.’

And I wish she’d shut up. All over. She has the loudest, most wicked little angel face you’ve ever seen. And she sounds like a cockney wench who’s been on a forty-a-day nicotine habit since Thatcher was prime minister. Heels, bangles, face glitter. So noisy even when her blow-up doll mouth is closed. Which is never.

‘I’ve been trying to call you about this event!’ she continues. ‘You been bloody avoiding me or somefing?’

 ‘No.’ Yes. So that’s what the five voicemails were about. Imagine. I’ve been too depressed about Zed to bother answering all the useless calls that weren’t him, while she was calling to invite me to his gig. The world’s gone mad. And the twenty-pack of Marlboro Lights poking out of her designer clutch is another reason to wipe her off the chalkboard. Pretty little coincidence, isn’t it? Zed’s usually into herbs, not chemicals.

‘So,’ I say, lips tight, voice shaking, ‘am I missing something here, kids?’

Zed looks at me quizzically, blows air out between his lips, raises his eyebrows at the ground. Max has the sheer blind complacency to giggle and grab his good hand.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she says conspiratorially. Winking at me. I close my eyes and everything spins for a minute.


wait—

Brooklyn, 23 May

Cherry Pepper,

Had a dream last night you were stuck at the bottom of a well trying to burrow your way out with your fingernails like a little rodent instead of climbing like you should have. Trying to scratch your way through cement! So I thought to myself, putting my hand on my hip just so, I thought, this little creature is my niece? My little warrior woman who belted out a sound like opera when she was born (and that look you gave us, so indignant! As if you were snatched from the unseen right in the middle of an important conversation)? I shouted out. I said, Love, where you going? You gonna get nowhere but dead with them tactics! You didn’t answer. I don’t know if that’s because you couldn’t hear me or because you were pretending, but whatever the blockage was in your earholes my voice was dust and you kept on tunnelling. You’ve always had a head harder than calabash.

Anyway, I woke up from the dream thirsty, with a pen in one hand and a sheet of paper in the other and your mother at my shoulder telling me to tell you to relax. As I write this, she’s leaning over and blowing the ink dry. (I’m always telling her how that makes me vexed!) She says you need to let in a breeze, girl. Crack the blinds, throw open the windows, let fresh air sing through the house and smash all the junk on the mantel. The head should always remain cool, you hear me? Cool.

Tell me all about your young life, Cherry Pepper. Write me page upon page. I wonder about you often, whether you’re still taking your pictures, whether you’re married or have children. Did your father ever drag you into that woman-hating, happy-clappy church of his?

And you know what? In that dream, I should have told you to stand up in that well because if you did I bet you would have been able to see over the side of the damn thing!

Return to us in Brooklyn one day, my dear. Come for J’Ouvert?

Soon,

Aunt K.


kick. 

WHEN I REOPEN my hazel-brights my tormentors are so fresh, so clean, while I stand here unravelling. I am a peasant. I do a last-minute check in my compact mirror and my face looks like one of those ‘kick me’ signs you get stuck on your back in school. Plus my eyeshadow is clearly a mistake. If you should pass me in the street, just give me a box of Kleenex, cab money and tell me to go home right now and stop this. You can even throw in that kick if you like, but it might be useless since I seem to be in love with pain.

‘Cease with the bimbo act, bitch!’ I say.

And Max just thinks I’m kidding, so she laughs.

‘Dave!’ Zed bellows and shakes his head in relief. ‘Where you been, kid?’

I look behind me and there’s an irritated little guy with a nose-ring, lugging a bag of equipment. The mics.

‘Drama,’ Dave says simply. Zed mumbles at the bouncer and Dave scuttles into the club.

‘Let’s go in,’ says Zed.

‘Yeah, let’s,’ I say, wearing a smile faker than a six-pound note.


money. 

CAN’T BELIEVE IT was only three weeks ago that grown-up Zed and I were hanging almost daily. I’d appointed myself his guide and that was my excuse, but the truth is that within a week of being in the LDN he was already leading me down streets I’d never heard of. I went quickly from being a guide to a spy. I wanted to unpick the mystery of him, how he’d become as powerful and crisp as money.

‘Those are hideous,’ I said, watching him handle a pair of black and gold Nikes.

‘What?’

‘Those,’ I said louder, all gnarled up and couldn’t help it, ‘are so gaudy it’s ridiculous. You’d wear those?’

One of the last places we hung out before he became so hard to reach was a trainer shop in the West End, bright-lit and teeming with youngsters. He was trying on a pair of the freshest available and the hem of his carefully cared-for jeans draped over the clean leather was an eyeful. My digital camera tickled me from inside my jacket pocket, whirring silently. My blue metal pet, my most expensive possession. I bought it as a little consolation prize for myself a year ago, a prize for non-achievement. But it doesn’t know that. It’s always full of joie de vivre, winking and blushing, and it has a thing for Zed almost as bad as I do. I could have sworn it shivered as I finally freed it from its case and snapped pics of his fingers, his feet and the perfect line-up at the nape of his neck.

‘Maybe,’ he said, ignoring the clicker, ‘you should be focusing on your own footwear, sweetie.’

‘My kicks are old, that’s all. Those ones are grotesque right out the box.’

‘Old? The Chucks you got on must have been rescued from the Flood!’ He paused, looked at the Nikes. ‘But maybe you right about these. Damn.’

Eventually he picked out a pair of all-grey sneaks that I had to admit were perfect. Click, click. The girl at the till flirted with him as she rang up his purchase, trying to entice him – unsuccessfully – with matching socks and leather protector. He gave her a credit card and I wondered idly if I’d ever qualify to even physically handle a credit card application without gloves on.

Finally we walked back out into the muggy blueish day, the Saturday crush of Oxford Street. I had to struggle through all the tourists and budget fashionistas. For him, they moved. I asked if he was Moses and he laughed, oblivious to the women and men who cut eyes at me, coveting him. I suppose they weren’t to know that I didn’t have him either.

We stopped and walked into the Plaza mall opposite Wardour Street, up to the top floor for eats. I got some fried chicken and chips, he got a sandwich, and we sat at one of those white tables that are probably identical in food courts all over the world.

‘I can’t believe you spent that much,’ I said when we sat down. ‘You could probably have got about four pairs of brand-new Chucks for that price.’

‘I could have,’ he replied, ‘but that’s your style, not mine.’

‘What? Not high-end enough for you?’

‘I didn’t say all o’ that. When you get so insecure?’

‘Insecure?’ I sucked my teeth, felt like I’d been slapped. ‘You’re the one trying to look like a rap video and I’m the one who’s insecure? Please.’

I ate some chicken.

‘Yeah, well I know that compared to you I make a lot of effort. But that’s probably true of most people.’

‘Asshole!’

‘You brought it on yourself.’

I gave him the look of death but my hand went to my thick, knotty hair before I could stop it, to the stretched neck of my second-favourite T-shirt.

‘What’s wrong with the way I dress?’ I asked, trying to sound like I didn’t care about the answer. Eating more chicken.

‘Come on. Look at you . . .’ he said, brushing his neat fingers over the jagged holes in my jeans. ‘Are you kidding? Why are you so afraid to be pretty? If you ever wore a wedding dress you’d probably have to go jump in a puddle. You couldn’t help yourself.’

‘At least I’m not some clichéd brand-worshipping B.E.T. lookin’ caricature of myself like you! What’s the big deal, anyway? Are you saying you’ve never seen ripped jeans before?’

‘Those are not ripped jeans, mama.’ He laughed. ‘They just given up on life. If denim abuse was a crime you’d be locked up right now.’

‘Well you know what? Maybe I don’t wanna look like the rest of these hoes!’ I told him, and he laughed harder, right into my eyes. ‘You can tell me what to wear when you’re the one buying it, OK? You can’t tell me shit unless you’re the one who has to—’

‘Fine. I will.’

‘What?’

‘Let’s go.’ He wiped his face and hands decisively with a napkin. ‘I’ll buy you one outfit. If you don’t love it, keep the receipt, return it and take the money.’

‘Are you serious?’ I smirked. ‘You’re buying me clothes now?’

‘No. I’m buying you one outfit.’

I watched him carefully for motives. Went into fight/flight mode thinking about it.

‘Why?’

‘It’ll be fun.’

‘Why, Zed?’

‘Because you look like hell.’

‘Fuck off!’

‘But you got potential.’

‘For what?’

‘Look. Is it a deal or not?’

Slowly I nodded. I wanted to know what would make him like me.

Zed smiled and waggled his eyebrows.

An unfamiliar voice called my name from outside the little half-door. ‘Your friend has asked me to ask you if you’re gonna be ready soon. He wants to see!’

I stared in the mirror at my big legs and voluminous bosoms, my sudden waist. I couldn’t go outside like that. I could barely even stay in the changing room like that. I felt more naked in the tight blue dress he’d given me to try on than I had in my bra and pants. A paradox emerged in my head. Naked, that’s how they want you, but flawless. How can they expect both?

I wondered again why he’d done this and felt a sudden jolt of anger.

‘Eden?’

Jesus. Didn’t she have shelves to stock or something?

‘I’ll be two seconds.’ I breathed deep and tugged at the flimsy hem of the dress. When I got outside his demeanour went from cocky to spontaneous-combustion-level shocked. I don’t think he even really knew what nasty tricks a measure of lycra could pull off on my body.

‘What?’ I said aggressively, like an unprovoked act of violence in the school playground.

His look swept from the picky ends of my hair to the tips of my bare, unpedicured toes. ‘Wow . . . Eden! You like it?’

‘I suppose.’ My face was hot. My hands itched to cover every inch of exposed or over-emphasised flesh. I took an extremely tentative twirl. ‘What do you think?’

‘Is that a trick question?’ he said, cockiness returning. ‘Damn, girl!’

‘Thanks, I . . . erm. Thanks.’

‘You gonna . . .?’

‘Yeah, I’ll take it, definitely.’

I returned swiftly to the changing room to get back into my big, mostly shapeless clothes, but the deal was done and a few moments later my new dress was stuffed in a bag and paid for. The Middle Eastern man who took the money winked at us and made heavily accented jokes about Zed buying an outfit for his woman. Zed didn’t even correct him.

I was inspired, walking back up toward Oxford Circus. Wearing something so different made me wonder who else I could be. Tentatively I went into a couple of the big chains and dented my already quite negligible paycheck buying some bangles, earrings and a pair of very skinny jeans. I fantasised about how I was going to feel in my sexed-up wardrobe, with Zed on my arm. I could finally do something about my hair. People would think I was pretty. They’d be envious of us.

‘Now all you need is a little facial surgery and you’ll be supermodel material.’

I stopped, letting my bags fall on the ground.

‘What?’ he said. ‘I was kidding.’

I said nothing.

‘Damn, it was a joke.’


salt. 

I FOLLOW ZED and Max sheep-like into the club, a high-concept affair in blinding white with low ceilings and lighted floors, and booths designed to look like bedrooms. Everywhere there are throw cushions, canopies, fur and feathers. It’s not any cooler inside than it was outside in the filthy summer streets and I’m sweat-slicked without taking a single dance step. My Afro is shrinking at a rate that’s likely to make my skull implode sometime around three a.m.

All I want to do is run home and sleep deep into Sunday with a duvet pulled over my head, because absolutely no good can come from this night. But that would be an admission of defeat.

Max asks me if I want a drink and I say, like a robot, ‘Rum and Coke thanks.’

I don’t look at Zed as he introduces me to Lisa, a black girl draped in a nine-foot hair-weave. Shocking. At her scalp you can see the places where kink meets fakery.

‘Hey,’ she says, cutting me a look. Maybe I’m just sensitive right now, but I could swear it’s the same look my mum used to direct at my head Sunday nights before she’d had a chance to attack it with the pressing comb. ‘How ya doing?’

‘Cool,’ I lie. ‘Your hair,’ I tell her, ‘is truly unbelievable.’

When the drink comes, I swallow it so fast it should make my head spin, but it doesn’t. I’m introduced to a couple more people but instantly forget their names. When a girl with an enthusiastic ponytail offers to buy drinks, I have a rum and Coke. And when Nine-Foot Weave offers to buy drinks, I have yet another. The world starts to swim, lengthen and stretch. All the edges stand out: my hand resting on my bare thigh, Max’s red mouth and white face, my empty glass dizzy with flashing lights.

My body floats up and my head is a lump of brick.

‘Hey Eden, you ready for another one?’

‘Yes, please. Whisky and Coke.’

Blondie matches me drink for drink, but she’s on vodka.

When it’s time for Zed to go on stage I have to muscle my way to the front of the room just to get to him, through a forest of carelessly waving limbs. The DJ fades out the record, and a tiny woman in red introduces the entertainment. She says his name. I grip my drink. There he is, looking even bigger than usual. Shiny. I take down a sip, grateful for the burn.

Zed raps with his chin tilted up, generous lips curled in a faint snarl. His flow is seamless. He doesn’t dance. One hand is in its sling and the other lightly cradles the mic. He drops one sharply delivered punch line after another, battle rhymes and boasts, women and money. He’s agile in the lips and tongue and brain. There’s barely any space to breathe in between lines and no story to speak of and no glimpse of flesh through the cleverness. This is hip-hop for ADD sufferers. But he is a master. Look at all the faces, all the bobbing bodies. They love it and I hate them for putting their greasy gaze all over his talent. Especially Max. By the end of the twenty-minute set she’s wearing this proprietary grin like this show was for her personal amusement.

After fierce applause all the vultures turn to each other and begin their appraisals before he’s even completely melted from view. That was alright innit? – Yeah, not bad! – He sounds a bit like Rakim . . .? – You reckon? – Yeah definitely! – Nah, not at all, mate! Are you deaf? Sounds more like . . .! A guy in a tilted newsboy cap waves his beer around and spills half of it on my Chucks.

‘Sorry!’

‘Fuck off.’

Max goes to the bar. I threaten, cajole and lie my way to the tiny backstage area with beer-wet feet and when I get there, Zed’s sitting on a wooden chair with his head cradled by one hand, body shirtless and slick. He’s spotlighted by a single bare lightbulb hanging from the ceiling.

‘Zed.’ I have to say it twice before he lifts his face, his red eyes. He doesn’t look surprised to see me. I reach into my knapsack for my digital and snap him a few times, so I remember.

‘Stop it, Eden. You ever stop doing that?’

I put it away. His irritation excites me. He’s so cool usually. Laughing . . . closed. I instantly soften. I haven’t the heart for banter.

‘That was really,’ I tell him eventually, trying not to sway, ‘really good.’

‘Yeah? Well that’s odd coming from you.’

‘It’s not.’ I speak quietly and slowly without quite knowing why, like I’m talking him down from the ledge. ‘Nobody could dispute your talent. Everyone had fun and they were . . . They were impressed. I watched their faces.’

He nods and smiles opaquely, throwing a white towel around his neck.

‘Didn’t you like it?’ I ask.

‘It was OK,’ he says at length, scratching his head. ‘But not good enough.’

‘What do you mean? They loved you out there.’

He wipes his face with the towel and says: ‘Trust me. The only thing they really love is fashion, and fashion’s a painted whore who sleeps around with everyone and loves nobody but her damned self.’

I don’t know what to say so I just stand there blurry-eyed with alcohol and hormones. I thought he was a fan of fashion. He looks so sincere. Maybe all is not lost after all.

‘Zed . . .’

But before I can begin the speech I planned in my bedroom mirror, he says he needs a minute and will catch me outside. And then Dave the technician guy comes in.

So I go back out into the club where the music batters my senses and sit back down in the booth with my whisky and Coke. I watch when he emerges with a closed smile and not a single visible trace of his angst. People keep coming up to him, patting his back and slipping him pieces of paper. On comes the mask again and I can’t bear it, how flash he is in every line of his body. Women thrust their tits up at him and flick their hair in his face until Max sidles up and that’s when I give my drink more attention. She touches him like he’s discovered country. They’ve done it. They’ve definitely done it.

Suddenly, it reaches me that the hand on my thigh is no longer my own. Instead it belongs to this fool who’s been trying to chat me up since I got in here.

‘It’s Adrian, right?’

‘Yeah, babes.’

And Zed is dancing. Every movement is packed with irony. He does characters that are never himself. His mouth is open with laughter I can’t hear over the music. His face and body say, look at me (but not too close)!

‘You alright, love?’ says Adrian.

‘Yeah.’

Zed won’t even dance without masks! He jokes around with the Ponytail and the Nine-Foot Weave, doing The Bump. They adore him.

Is that all he wants – to be adored? Does he prefer that to being a real person? What happened to the backstage Zed? And what about his bad arm – doesn’t it hurt too much for him to dance? Maybe it’s wrong to think this but I prefer him when the pain shows.

‘I work for Sony Records,’ says Adrian, wetly into my ear, without any prompting or curiosity on my part. ‘Are you a singer?’

‘No. I’m tone deaf.’

‘Well you look like one,’ he says, in a version of Mockney. ‘You’re fuckin’ gorgeous. Love your ’air.’

‘Yeah thanks,’ I say, and my speech is wobbly. ‘I’ve got to. Um. Gotta say hello to someone.’

I push him off me – realising a few large, uncontrollable steps later that I’ve also pushed my way onto the dance floor. I can barely feel my legs and the dimness swirls around me. The music is hip-hop. The bass-line goes right through the soles of my All Stars.

I want to be lost between beats, lost in the melodies with my eyes closed. Not here anymore. The ground tips and I feel like a kid in a playground, spinning round and round until she loses her balance.

Max comes up close with her dolly lips and tiny outfit, starts dancing like a stripper. Off-beat. What is it with blondes and the stripper dance? I laugh soggily. I can feel Max’s breath on my face, she’s trying to rap along with the track but getting it wrong. I do the stripper dance too.

She cracks up, falling about. I catch it like a bug and it shakes me from the ground up. We both scream with it. Max’s hair is coming free of the pins, she’s sweaty and her cheeks are aflame. She still looks bloody perfect.

I trip over my laces and the view is the pure white ceiling.

‘Eden!’

Zed’s face is so big all of a sudden! No, it’s just close. I can’t stop laughing. I shake all the way through. My abdominals hurt, my head pounds, I can’t breathe but I can’t stop laughing. And I know I can’t get up.

I touch my crazy hair and laugh. I think about my trainers and ache with laughter. I think about this man, close enough to kiss. I think about how lonely I am. That’s it: lonely! I think the word, lonely, and laugh so hard I almost wet my knickers.

‘Zed!’ I yell back at him, unable to stand. He puts a hand in my left armpit and helps me up. I slump against him and his Cool Water-smelling body. See? He’s always there when I need him. He cares about me. Even with his bad arm he’s prepared to pick me up.

The DJ announces one more set from an acoustic act, Cody Chesnutt. Everyone is shouting and clapping. I try to clap but miss.

And the problem with alcohol is that after the initial buzz is gone everything starts to get really serious.

Even while your knees still won’t support you and you’re flopping about like an empty plastic bag in a supermarket car park. Even while your head weighs ten times what your body does and you’re still drinking to keep it at bay, it comes down like a Monday morning—

The truth. You’re making an ass of yourself in public. You’re alone. The truth is your face in the mirror, eyes and lips melted and smearing, your skin with all the blemishes reappearing beneath your make-up.

The truth is that you are not having fun.

I started the day with such high expectations, but soon I’ve made a wobbly dash for the toilets and found myself bowed over some under-disinfected latrine throwing up. Plop-plop-plop-plop. My body won’t tolerate all the crap I’ve poured into it and has decided to stage a revolt.

Max has turned up like she always does when she’s not wanted. She’s hovering, trying to smooth my hair back. How dumb is that? I have an Afro!

For the whole night he’s been touching her all the time. Why does he do it when he’s got to know how I feel about—

‘Are you OK?’

‘Yes!’ I tell her. ‘Fiiine . . . fine! Go away!’

Then my stomach says a violent ‘no’ all over again. And again. And again . . .

And fade to black.


funny. 

I KNOCKED AGAIN. Two weeks ago, a week after Zed’s indictment of my dress sense and general level of attractiveness, I stood outside Zed’s flat for an unusually long minute with all these bombs going off in my chest. Tick tick, boom. Tick tick, boom. Tick tick . . . No answer. It was four twenty-five in the afternoon. I’d been outside for three-quarters of an hour.

‘Eden?’ My friend Dwayne stuck his head out of his car window, his gaze sticky on my back.

‘Yeah.’ I looked over at him and then away.

‘What do you wanna do? Doesn’t look like he’s gonna show up.’

‘Of course he is. It’s only been twenty minutes!’

‘It’s been almost an hour! We could go to the cinema . . .’

‘No, Dwayne. I told you. He’ll be here any second.’

‘Are you sure he remembers that you guys were supposed to meet today?’

‘Yes!’ I replied. ‘Look, you can go now if you like. I’ll just wait outside, no biggie.’

I was an embarrassment to myself, a wasted effort in my flimsy new tank top. On the front it said,

– He who hesitates is last –

          Mae West

 

which I’d written on with fabric paint and a lip brush. On the bottom I sported my least mashed-up jeans cut into shorts and my cleanest pair of Chucks – the green ones. I had on new underwear. I’d shaved all essential areas, scented myself with vanilla and jasmine, blow-dried
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