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Introduction

Black Britain: Writing Back is a new series I’ve curated with my publisher, Hamish Hamilton, at Penguin Random House. Our ambition is to correct historic bias in British publishing and bring a wealth of lost writing back into circulation. While many of us continue to lobby for the publishing industry to become more inclusive and representative of our society, this project looks back to the past in order to resurrect texts that will help reconfigure black British literary history.

The books included in the series are my personal choices, determined by my literary values and how I perceive the cultural context and significance of the books. The series is not to be regarded as an attempt to be definitive or to create a canon. Canons are by their very nature hierarchical and have traditionally been constructed by the prevailing white orthodoxies of academia. Black British writers rarely appear on these reading lists, are rarely taught to new generations of readers and unless they become commercial successes, their legacy very quickly disappears.

My aim is to present a body of work illustrating a variety of preoccupations and genres that offer important and diverse black British perspectives. Good books withstand the test of time, even if they are of their time. I am very excited to introduce these books to new readers who will discover their riches.

Bernard and the Cloth Monkey (1998) is a family psychodrama that unravels its mysteries slowly, building an understated suspense which culminates in devastating revelations. A young woman, Anita, returns to her family home after the death of her domineering father. Her mother has gone on holiday leaving her older sister, Beth, alone in the house. Another somewhat enigmatic figure, their sister Greta, is also deceased. Left alone together, the two siblings battle with a shared but suppressed history of secrets, tensions and betrayals that need reckoning. The house operates as the third protagonist in the novel. A seemingly benign suburban home, described in minute and atmospheric detail, it is nonetheless permeated with memories of a dark and damaging childhood that holds power over their adult lives. The women need to open up to each other and confront the past so that they can move on with their lives, but will this be achievable amid the morass of recollections, myths and conflicts?

I chose this novel for the series because it is a quietly outstanding work of fiction which I regard as an exemplary novel of the nineties. Bryan pays forensic attention to the rhythms, word choice, economy and syntax of language, employs imaginative and narrative devices and dexterous plotting to build the story, and she has the confidence and control to gradually peel back the layers of her characters’ sense of self, their relationships and the processing of their memories. The novel doesn’t investigate why people can’t rise to the challenge of good parenting, but it does demonstrate what happens to children who are vulnerable to parents who are obedient to a malevolent muse.

The novel also speaks to the silences and taboos around women’s lives. It was published during a period in the mid-nineties to mid-noughties when an unprecedented number of novels were published by black British women writers. Until then, black British fiction was overwhelmingly male, and we could count on one hand the women writers who had published novels, Buchi Emecheta chief among them. Then a generation of young women, born between the fifties and seventies with at least one parent from Africa or the Caribbean, if not immigrants themselves as children, were writing their stories into being. Most of them published one or two novels before leaving the literary landscape they had begun to change by their very presence. One of the most notable things about these novels is that many of them explored or touched upon difficult childhoods or the trials of early female adulthood. Fostering, children’s homes, difficult family set-ups, absent, domineering or otherwise problematic fathers and partners, dysfunctional mothering, violence, incest and sexual abuse were some of the patterns that emerged. It was as if the floodgates had opened for women to write the unsaid, the suppressed, the unspeakable, to give voice to experiences that had been waiting decades to be released and expressed.

Joan Riley’s novel The Unbelonging (1985), about a girl living alone with her abusive father, was the forerunner of this fiction, but it would be another ten years before the new generation started publishing novels in greater numbers. Among them were Rude Girls (1996) by Vanessa Walters, Sister Josephine (1997) by Joanna Traynor, All the Blood is Red (1996) by Leone Ross, Jade by Millie Murray (2000), Borrowed Body (2005) by Valerie Mason-John, 26a (2005) by Diana Evans and Imagine This (2007) by Sade Adeniran. There’s also Without Prejudice (1997) by Nicola Williams and The Fat Lady Sings (2000) by Jacqueline Roy, both of which I’ve included in this series.

These were the urgent stories we had not heard up to this point, yet clearly so much was boiling beneath the surface. This moment evokes earlier novels by African American women writers such as The Bluest Eye (1970) by Toni Morrison, The Color Purple (1982) by Alice Walker and Push (1996) by Sapphire, later renamed Precious. All three novels feature incest, while the latter two were turned into major movies. Novels such as The Color Purple and Push attracted criticism at a time when every black book published bore the weight of being seen as representing the wider community, as if any single novel can. When a book was celebrated and crossed over into a white readership, and these distinctions were more marked back then, voices of dissent rained down on the authors. ‘How dare you air our dirty laundry in public’ was the refrain that gathered momentum, something we hear when neglected, beleaguered and marginalized communities resort to the self-protective herd instinct. ‘Don’t give them any more ammunition to destroy us,’ ‘What happens in the home should stay in the home, right?’ With these attitudes, art is not accepted as art per se, but, erroneously, as social commentary, sociology, even anthropology. Most egregiously, contemporary women’s fiction, and especially black women’s fiction, is too often regarded as autobiographical, as if the writer lacks the imagination to create narratives beyond their own experiences. A novel is only based on a writer’s own experiences if they make this public.

I admit that I was guilty of projecting my own expectations on to The Unbelonging when it was published. On the one hand I wanted to enjoy that rare thing, a novel by a black woman raised in Britain, perhaps the first, but I objected to its subject matter. My younger self naively wanted the novel to be celebratory, as opposed to presenting a negative portrayal of childhood. Fiction by white women has a longer, richer and more substantial history, therefore less is at stake. No single novel is assumed to be defining white womanhood. But rarity breeds expectations that a single work of art, or series of novels, should encapsulate or define black women’s experiences. It’s unfair, unrealistic and homogenizing.

Bernard and the Cloth Monkey was published as the winner of the Saga Prize, set up by the American but Britain-based actor and writer Marsha Hunt, who wanted to help discover the black British writers she saw were absent from literature. The novel was launched through winning a prize, which should have been a triumphant entry into the literature sector, but it was not otherwise celebrated.

Before the everyday use of the internet, before social media ruled the waves, before the networks of women and womxn out there began connecting and empowering each other online, before #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, books such as this one were published in a patriarchal culture where everything was stacked against them. I wonder how many of the books I’ve mentioned in this introduction suffered because of this. It might be hard for Generation Z in today’s more inclusive climate to imagine how hard it was back then for black women’s stories to be heard, especially if their stories were focused on black women. Additionally, if the novels were seen to be critical of black men, in light of my argument about the burden of representation, there would be resistance from those quarters, too.

In wider culture, there was also the issue of the kinds of narratives the literary editors in the media considered worth reviewing and the kinds of writers they considered worthy of features. What kinds of books made it on to mainstream prize lists back then? We know from my experience that it would be another twenty-one years after Bernard and the Cloth Monkey was published that a black woman would finally win the Booker Prize, in spite of many worthy candidates over the decades that either did or did not make its long and shortlists.

Like many others, this novel should never have disappeared, but it did. I like to think that in this more female-centric and inclusive literary climate, it will resonate with today’s readers. The novel is a rebellion against silence, a testimony to the human capacity for survival and it shows the transformative power of literature at its best.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Story Ends

‘Beth!’

Suddenly she was awake. The voice was strident, strangled. She lay in bed for several seconds as the light on the landing was switched on, outlining the bedroom door with a thin strip of yellow. There was a scrambling sound, then the thump of a body falling, rising and falling once more.

‘No. No, not again,’ she whispered. ‘Mummy …’

Then came the slap of her mother’s palm against the door, her voice strong and clear. ‘Beth, help me with your dad.’ And she remembered where she was, and why, and that it was not Mummy in trouble but Daddy.

She leaped out of bed and peered into the hallway. Her father lay face down in an angular heap beside the open toilet door. Mummy had him by the shoulders and was trying to lift him, grunting with the effort. Beads of sweat appeared across her forehead and upper lip. She brushed a hand hurriedly along her hairline. With her next movement, and a sharp intake of breath, she managed to sit him up. Her fingers gripped his armpits so that his arms stuck out like a marionette’s. His head rolled and flopped; as it fell backward Beth saw just how thin he had become. His eyes, sunken way back into their sockets, appeared as enormous shadows in his face, matched only by the twin tunnels of his nostrils. His skin was paper dry, his lips grey, and deep lines scored his cheeks from nose to chin.

He’s really dying. Shocked into action, and without stopping to dwell on his skeletal chest pushing ridges up through his pyjama top, Beth stooped and put her arms around him.

‘One, two, three,’ said Mummy, and in one movement they dragged him to his feet. She was surprised at how heavy he was still. With an arm around each of their shoulders, he stumbled towards the bedroom he and his wife had shared for twenty-five years. Just as they passed through the doorway he stopped and, with a strangled cry, tried to swing himself about. He clawed the air with his hands, almost upsetting their balance. Beth buckled under his full weight.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, sure her mother could interpret his gasping moans.

‘Oh God, he wants to use the toilet, that’s why he got out of bed. Bernard. B. You’re too weak, man. You can have the bedpan.’

With a violent effort of will he shook his head and said, distinctly, ‘No, no, toilet, toilet.’ His face contorted with rage.

‘What shall we do?’

‘Well, he’s up now. We may as well take him. You’re so proud,’ she said, a strange pride in her own voice. They lurched around in the narrow space. Beth winced as his wrists and knuckles rapped against the door jamb.

‘OK,’ Mummy said, ‘come on, B, try to walk, that’s right.’

It seemed an eternity before they got back to the toilet. Mummy kicked at the partially open door and helped manoeuvre him into the tiny square room.

‘What now?’

With one hand Mummy lifted the toilet lid and switched on the light. The 100 watt glare was not kind; Bernard’s haggard face dropped, his chin resting on his chest. A thin line of spittle dribbled out of his mouth. ‘Help me,’ said Mummy. They inched his pyjama cord loose and let the trousers fall around his ankles. His private parts hung withered and black, speckled with grey hair, like an empty leather pouch between his liquorice-stick legs. He gave a long sigh and began to urinate.

‘Quickly!’ Beth screamed, overcome by a sudden, disproportionate panic. Neatly, Mummy rapped her knuckles into the backs of Daddy’s knees, and he sat, hard, on the seat. He seemed to fold in on himself then, his hands meek, harmless, in his lap. His shoulders hunched in a way she could not have imagined before now. The sporadic trickle of urine continued for several minutes as he sat without moving or raising his head. Beth and her mother watched him silently, keeping their thoughts to themselves.

‘He’s really dying,’ Beth said eventually, thinking he was asleep.

‘Yes,’ said Mummy. Then several perfect tears dropped, one by one, from his left eye.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, the words unmistakable although his voice was thick with sickness. ‘Please, I’m so sorry.’

‘Free,’ Beth whispered, closing the book on her lap and leaning forward to look at his face. ‘It won’t be long now, then we’ll all be free. You as well, Daddy.’

She let the heavy volume drop to the ground, watching his face for any sign that he had registered the noise. There was none. His skin had settled into an ashy grey colour now he could no longer get up, as if he were literally fading before her eyes. His own eyes roved continuously behind their closed lids, reflecting his frantic dreams. His nostrils were often full of a yellowish, foul-smelling mucus which Mummy wiped away with wadded tissues and oil-dampened flannels, cleaning his face as tenderly as a baby’s. The deep grooves on either side of his nose gave him the appearance of a puppet, as did his open mouth, free of its upper teeth which lay in a dish of water on top of the bedside cabinet. He no longer twisted in the sheets, sending bedclothes one way, his body the next. He did not require feeding or watering, unable to swallow now, oblivious to hunger. He needed very little care; the occasional bedpan, and the frequent removal of nasal mucus, both of which his wife attended to. It was Beth’s job to moisten his lips with a little water from time to time, to prevent them from cracking under the dry heat of his rasping breath. And her job to watch. To make sure he did not die alone.

Below his ravaged, gargoyle-like head his body seemed hardly to be there. Her mother had laid him out straight, as if ready for his coffin: feet side by side, hands folded neatly over his stomach, on top of the bedclothes. Apart from the slight hill of feet, the tidy brown parcel of hands, and the steady rise and fall of his chest, he made no significant impression in the bed.

‘How the mighty have fallen,’ Beth said out loud. He had been a big man, a giant to her as a child. He strode through their world, creating havoc and awe in equal measure. Sometimes distant, disinterested, at other times full of a kind of reckless bonhomie. The very fact that his moods could not be predicted had terrified Beth. He rendered her foolish and he did not suffer fools gladly. He had been sure and assertive in everything he did. And now he depended on them completely; Daddy in the guise of dying old man.

Beth had hardly been aware of the transition. For years he had seemed the same. Until the day she had seen him at the kitchen table, resting one arm on the table top, the other on the back of his chair. His wrists had hung bony from his shirt-sleeves, and he had squinted with pain as he struggled to catch his breath. She had turned away then, unprepared for the sudden pity she felt. She would not turn away anymore.

‘It’s alright, Daddy,’ she said now. ‘I’m right here.’

First she noticed the movement of his chest become erratic, then he opened his mouth and drew in a sudden breath. Hoping, still, for that last speech from his death bed, she threw herself to her knees beside him.

‘Dad?’

His breath sounded like pebbles stirred in a shallow stream: unfamiliar, increasingly dry and grating. Beth heard her mother’s footfall in the downstairs hall.

‘Mum,’ she yelled, eyes fixed on her father’s mouth, ‘come quick, his breathing’s changed.’

In a moment she was there, resting a warm hand on Beth’s shoulder as she too peered into his face. After a while she said, ‘Yes, he’s gone.’

When, thought Beth, was the precise moment? How did I miss it? I was right here. I was watching, listening.

‘Are you sure?’ she said. Silence. ‘Mum?’

She turned around to find Mummy rinsing his dentures with fresh water from a glass. Without speaking, she pushed Beth gently away and began to force the teeth between her husband’s collapsed lips. She moved them aside, lifeless, rubbery, jamming the dentures against his gums. Water trailed from the plate and smeared over his mouth and chin. Beth was sure she heard a faint complaining moan from Daddy’s throat.

‘What are you doing?’

‘If I don’t put them in now his mouth will go out of shape, and they won’t be able to get them in later.’ She was already thinking of the undertakers, the lying-in-state, the funeral. The overwhelming need to keep up appearances.
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CHAPTER TWO

A Right Royal Family

Once upon a time there was an African prince and his beautiful new bride. They lived on an island where there was no food and no water and all the people dressed in rags. Every day the prince’s bride, who was now a princess, looked out of her window and saw the people in their rags. She saw all the little children crying, with their tummies puffed up like big balloons because they were hungry. She saw the animals lying dead in the street and the old women with flies sitting on their faces that they couldn’t even be bothered to brush off. All day long the men of the island used to jump about and sing and never did any work. And the princess got fed up looking at all this and she said to her husband the prince:

‘My husband, we must leave this place. I don’t want my children to have big bellies. I don’t want the flies on my face when I get old.’

‘OK, you’re right,’ said the prince. ‘For, truly, this is a benighted island and all the islands round here are the same. Let’s go to England.’

So they packed up all their things, which wasn’t much, and got on a boat made of bananas, because those were the only kind strong enough to carry them all the way to England.

The prince and princess liked it in England. They got used to the cold and bought themselves good winter coats and two pairs of galoshes each. And they had lots to eat and lots to drink and they were happy.

One day the princess said to the prince, ‘Husband, I would like to have a baby now.’ And again he said OK, because she always had good ideas. And very soon the princess gave birth to a lovely baby girl.

It is always the job of an African prince to name the babies. He has to go to the end of the garden, right up to the fence, under the apple tree, and hold the baby up in the air and say Kunta Kinte, very quickly so the baby doesn’t get cold. Then he must rush indoors and wrap the baby up and say whatever name comes into his head first. And the prince said, ‘Let us call her Elizabeth, after the Queen, because we have been so happy since we came to England.’

‘OK,’ said his wife, ‘but let’s change it to Lisa-Beth, and call her Beth, for short.’

Less than one year later, the princess gave birth to twin girls, and they were lovely too. This time, the prince and princess agreed to call the babies Margaret and Anne, after the English princesses, it didn’t matter that they were auntie and niece, they were the royal girls. But because they liked names that were a little bit different, they changed the names to Margareta and Anita. That way they could call the twins Greta and Nita, which was really unusual, and no one else at school would have those names.

Really quickly, before you could turn around, the babies started crawling, and then they went to infant school and then to juniors. And they were all very clever and very pretty. They always did as they were told and were never cheeky, and the prince and princess used to look at them and say to each other:

‘They are truly the best daughters in the world, even better than the English princesses were when they were little girls. It truly was the best day of our lives when we left the benighted island and came to England. Our daughters always have food to eat and water to drink and they have nice flat tummies, although Nita’s tummy button does stick out a bit. But to us, they are perfect.

‘We shall love them and cherish them all the rest of our days. And we will live happily ever after.’

And they did.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Prodigal Daughter

The taxi turned off the dual carriageway and into the first of several tree-lined avenues. All the familiar shops were there: the travel agent, the bank, the Jewish patisserie and the baker. One shopfront was boarded up, torn fly-posters fluttering, old graffiti fading. And there was a charity shop where the post office had been. Otherwise the avenue was as An remembered it.

It had been a long cold winter with frost till April. Now spring and summer seemed to butt up against each other and already it was unseasonally hot. Drought was predicted. It was early June and the cherry trees were still awash with pink and white blossoms, dropping like coloured rice paper onto the shop awnings. A good omen, thought An. Like olive branches, held aloft to welcome the prodigal. Only, the father was dead. And the family knew where she had been. Still, she had wandered in from the wilderness after a fashion. She could still make the story fit.

Summer breeze made the branches dance, then, in a sudden gust, a storm of blossom whipped around the car momentarily hiding the street from view. Instinctively, the taxi-driver switched on his windscreen wipers. They screeched across the dry glass, leaving moist ragged petals in their wake. He cursed softly under his breath. An sat forward in her seat and peered through the smeared windscreen. The street was suddenly unfamiliar. Without thinking, she rested a hand on the driver’s shoulder. He threw her a glance in his rear-view mirror and caught her eye. She realized that her mouth was centimetres away from his ear. Strands of his hair, alive with the static of her proximity, tickled her left cheek. He smelled of sandalwood, Old Spice, cigarettes. Like the old man. Like Daddy. Quickly, she withdrew her hand and sat back.

‘Next left please.’ Her voice was louder than she had intended. The man sought her eyes in the mirror again, then manoeuvred the car down the steep hill as requested. He tilted his face so that his narrow nostrils and the thick bush of his moustache appeared briefly in the mirror. He shook his head, said something in a language she didn’t understand. Laughing at her.

An leaned back into her seat, trying to look unconcerned. She stared at the big detached houses as each one emerged behind a flowering oak, searching their facades as if seeking a familiar face in the shadowed windows. The houses became progressively more ostentatious as they neared the bottom of the road. Pillars appeared under stone porches, bronze lions sprawled beside clipped hedges, smart paved driveways supporting even smarter cars, never less than two, usually three. Everyone had gone about their daily business on foot or on the buses and left their vehicles behind. Like a spare skin; a totem; beware all trespassers.

At the T-junction the taxi turned right and immediately left. Suddenly the grand houses gave way to mean little boxes, a careless lather of blues and greys and creams painted over the pebble-dash. The hedges were unkempt, the paths leading to each front door were made of crumbly uneven concrete that glowed a baleful white in the sun. But the pastel blossoms drifted here as liberally, as gaily, as anywhere else. Luxury and lack, side by side; the story of her life.

Every second of this car ride brought her nearer to the homestead. What would it be like without her twin sister, Greta? The nearest she could get to how it might feel was remembering that one year when they’d been estranged. When, at the age of sixteen, she had turned her back on her twin believing she no longer needed her. Even then Greta had still been there. To the rest of the family their bond may have been broken but she’d known all along it would never be that simple. The twins’ relationship had gone too deep and been too subtle to be so easily dismissed. They were not much alike in nature but physically the girls were cut from the same cloth, identical as mirror images except for Greta’s slick of straight thick hair. She had been a quiet, unobtrusive girl, especially when adults were around. She’d been like An’s shadow for years, watching everything with a secretive smile, the witness in the wings. An knew now; she had merely been waiting her turn. Greta came into her own when the twins reached puberty, blazing a trail through the family, burning everyone with her brilliance. And her rage. And now Greta was dead. Irrevocably gone. Like Daddy.

The driver began to whistle between his teeth. It set her scalp tingling. An chafed her hands together; the dry skin rasped, counterpoint to his tuneless hissing. Making sweet music together. She felt sweat gathering in the dark creases of her palms.

Her words were a reflex; she was as startled as him. ‘Stop! Stop the car. Yes, right here.’ She fumbled with notes and change, dragged her suitcase and make-up bag out from under the seat and spilled onto the pavement. For a moment she swayed unsteadily in the bright light. Then she lifted her sunglasses from the chain around her neck, squinted down the road, and began to march purposefully towards Texas Street and the house of her childhood.

The taxi-driver stared at her retreating figure for a long time. He kissed his teeth and, executing a neat three-point turn, set off the way he had come.

The fence was in need of a coat of creosote, but the path shone with a fresh layer of red oxide, and a new gate hung between sun-bleached fence posts. Hydrangeas, roses, potted geraniums, peonies, straggled and shouted across the small front garden. To one side of the crazy-paved path was a small concreted area, in the centre of which stood a magnificent giant yucca. The windows glinted in the sun, the porch door stood open, heat wavered up from the ground like a glass shield around the house. The smell of dust and flowers was overwhelming.

An hesitated, suddenly faint. Gripping the handles of her luggage, she tottered forward a few feet, then stopped and leaned breathlessly against next-door-but-one’s garden wall. For the first time that day she was aware of her leg aching, from the centre of her left buttock, to just below the knee. It was an old injury, and she no longer had to take the thrice daily painkillers that had kept her from screaming for the best part of a year. The physio had helped, too, and she could walk for miles again, with barely a trace of a limp. But every once in a while …

… you’re reaching up for the banner again, the straps that hold it to the windows only just out of reach. You can feel the rough calico between your fingers. Although they’ve given it a good shake out, every time you touch it little clouds of dust puff out of the cloth and mingle with the cobwebs. They’ll have to find a better place to store it. Eleven months of the year in the attic is rotting the appliqué. And a smudged hand print has transformed one letter ‘T’ so that the legend on the banner now takes on quite the wrong meaning. From below comes a waft of floral perfume, and a piqued voice.

‘Oh look at that. The Feminist Debasing Society. We’ll be the
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