




Advance Praise for QUEENIE by Candice
Carty-Williams

* Named one of the most anticipated books of 2019 by Goodreads,
Woman’s Day, Newsday, Publishers Weekly, Bustle, and Book Riot! *

“A black Bridget Jones, perfectly of the moment.”
–Kirkus Reviews, starred review

“Brilliant, timely, funny, heartbreaking.”
–Jojo Moyes, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Me Before You

“So raw and well-written and painfully relatable. It’s also clever and funny and has the most glorious cover.”
–Ruth Ware, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Woman in Cabin 10

“My favorite novel this year. Queenie is the sort of novel you just can’t stop talking about and want everyone
you know to read. Snort-your-tea-out-funny one moment and utterly heartbreaking the next, (and with the
best cast of characters you’ll read all year), I absolutely loved it. I can’t wait to read whatever Candice writes
next. If there is anything right in the world, Candice Carty-Williams is going to be a literary superstar.”

–AJ Pearce, author of Dear Mrs. Bird

“Written by a new and exciting young woman, it’s articulate, brave and, in the new parlance, ‘woke.’ Funny,
wise, and of the moment, this book and this writer are the ones to watch.”

–Kit de Waal, author of My Name Is Leon

“Candice gives so generously with her joy, pain, and humor that we cannot help but become fully immersed
in the life of Queenie—a beautiful and compelling book.”

–Afua Hirsch, author of Brit(ish)

“Queenie is the best mate we all want—funny, sharp, and more than a little vulnerable. I loved climbing
inside her mind and wish I could have stayed longer. I adored this novel.”

–Stacey Halls, author of The Familiars

“Adorable, funny, heartbreaking. People are going to love it.”
–Nina Stibbe, author of Love, Nina

“They say Queenie is Black Bridget Jones meets Americanah. But she stands in her own right—nothing can
and will compare. I can’t articulate how completely and utterly blown away I am.”

–Black Girls Book Club

“Meet Queenie Jenkins, a twenty-�ve-year-old Jamaican British woman who works for a London
newspaper, is struggling to �t in, is dealing with a breakup, and is making all kinds of questionable



decisions. In other words, she’s highly relatable. A must read for ’19.”
–Woman’s Day

“Queenie has all the things you want in a debut novel—a startlingly fresh voice, characters you fall in love
with from the very �rst page, and a joyous turn of phrase that makes this book almost impossible to put
down. In turns hilariously funny and quietly devastating, Queenie is an important, timely story.”

–Louise O’Neill, bestselling author of Asking for It

“Candice Carty-Williams is a fantastic new writer who has written a deliciously funny, characterful, topical,
and thrilling novel for our times.”

–Bernardine Evaristo, author of Mr. Loverman

“Hilarious and o� the wall and tender.”
–Nikesh Shukla, author of The One Who Wrote Destiny

“A really special book with much to say about black female identity, sexual politics, group chats, emotional
becoming, in a way that feels totally unforced. Filthy, funny, and profound.”

–Sharlene Teo, award-winning author of Ponti

“I ate up Queenie in one greedy, joyous gulp last night. What a treat of a book. Lots to enjoy and think
about. I loved Queenie and was cheering her on all the way. I thought all the mental health stu� was
brilliant and so well done and authentic—it so often isn’t, in novels—and also all the unhappy sex rang so
true. Is there a sequel planned? All I wanted to do when I �nished was to open book two.”

–Cathy Rentzenbrink, bestselling author of The Last Act of Love
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To all the Queenies out there—you are enough. Trust me.

In loving memory of Dan O’Lone and Anton Garneys.



chapter
ONE

Queenie

In the stirrups now.

Queenie

Wish you were here . . .

I LOCKED MY phone and carried on looking at the ceiling before unlocking it
and sending a follow-up “xx.” That would prove to Tom that I wasn’t as
emotionally detached as he accuses me of being.

“Can you just bring your bottom riiiiight to the edge of the exam table?” the
doctor asked as I inched myself down closer to her face. Honestly, I’ve no idea
how they do it.

“Deep breath, please!” she said a bit too cheerfully, and with no further
warning inserted what felt like the world’s least ergonomic dildo into me and
moved it around like a joystick. She placed a cold hand on my stomach, pressing
down every few seconds and pursing her lips every time I squealed. To divert my
attention from this manipulation of my insides, I checked my phone. No reply.

“So, what do you do  .  .  . Queenie?” the doctor asked, glancing at my chart.
Wasn’t it enough that she could literally see inside of me? Did she need to know
about my day job?

“I work at a newspaper,” I said, lifting my head up to make eye contact when
I responded, as it seemed like the polite thing to do.



“That’s a fancy career!” She pressed on, plunging her way back in. “What do
you do at the newspaper?”

“I work at the Daily Read. The—ouch—culture section. Listings and
reviews and—”

“In the technology department? That makes sense,” she said.
I hoisted myself up on my elbows to correct her, but stopped when I saw how

concerned she looked. I glanced at the nurse behind her, who looked just as
concerned, and then back at the doctor. She still looked concerned. I couldn’t
see my own face but guessed that my expression mirrored both of theirs.

“Hold on a tick, we’re just going to—Ash, could you just get Dr. Smith in
here?” The nurse bustled out.

Many uncomfortable minutes passed before the nurse came back in with
another doctor, a man who looked as standard as his surname would suggest.

“Let’s get a closer look  .  .  .” Dr. Smith said, bending down and peering
between my legs.

“What’s wrong? Can you not �nd it?” I asked, worried that the IUD had
maybe been absorbed into my womb, the way I still worried that every tampon
I’d ever inserted was still knocking about inside me.

“What do you think, Ray?” the �rst doctor asked her colleague.
“We might need to get Dr. Ellison in here, you know,” Dr. Smith replied,

straightening up and putting his hands on his hips.
“I saw a cleaner mopping up some sick in the hallway, why don’t you get him

in here to have a look too?” I asked all three hospital sta� as they stared
quizzically at the ultrasound.

“Aha! Look, the IUD is there!” the original doctor said, pointing at a speck
on my on-screen uterus with the excitement of someone who’d just discovered a
new planet. Relieved, I lay back on the exam table. “But could you pop your
clothes back on and have a seat in the waiting room? We just need to have a
quick word, and then we’ll call you back in.”

“Never, ever trust a Gemini man.” I plonked myself down on a chair next to
Aunt Maggie. “Here—” she said, holding out a bottle of antibacterial hand gel.



She squeezed some into my palm, and as soon as I rubbed it in, she grabbed my
hand to consolidate her point. I’d thought that Maggie coming with me would
be a calming and �rm adult presence, but instead she was just transferring her
germ OCD onto me.

I tried to focus on the peeling GYNECOLOGY UNIT sign on the wall to stop
myself from pulling my hand out of her grip.

“You know I don’t believe in astrology, Maggie.” She squeezed my hand
tighter, I suppose by way of punishment. I slithered my hand out of hers and
crossed my arms, tucking my hands into my armpits so she couldn’t grab at them
again.

“Your generation don’t believe in anything,” my aunt told me. “But listen to
what I’m telling you, it’s for your own good. Gemini men, they are takers. They
will take every single thing from you, and they will drain you. They will never
give to you, ever, because it’s not about you, it’s always about them. And they
will leave you broken, in a heap on the �oor. I’ve seen it happen a million times,
Queenie.”

The woman opposite raised a palm to the ceiling and mm-hmm-ed in
agreement.

“As you know, I steer clear of all men, apart from our Lord and Father,
because I haven’t had time for them since 1981, but believe you me, it’s the
Gemini ones you need to watch yourself with. Get yourself involved with a man
born in June, and there’ll be trouble.”

I chanced an interjection—“But Tom was born in June”—and instantly
regretted it.

“Oh! Exactly! This is what I’m saying!” Maggie exclaimed. “And where is he,
please?” She looked at me quizzically. “You’re here at the hospital and he’s
nowhere to be seen!” I opened my mouth to make the point that not all men
born at a certain time of year were variations of Lucifer walking the earth and
ultimately shut her down; but, always wanting to fully explore any subject,
Maggie had more to say. In the increasingly busy waiting room, she continued to
use her best outside voice to lecture me (and everyone sitting around us by way
of volume), and though I was too anxious about the goings-on of my womb to



take any of it in, the woman opposite us nodded along aggressively, staring at
Maggie’s auburn wig as though it could fall o� at any minute.

“Wasn’t Prince a Gemini?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure he was born in June.”
“Prince—God rest his soul—was Prince,” Maggie said, looking me dead in

the eye. “Astrology did not, and does not, apply to Prince . . . if you get involved
with a Gemini man, you’ll regret it. They like the chase—trust me. The pursuit
of a woman makes them feel strong, it makes them feel good, and it makes them
think they have a purpose in life. And we all know that unless men have a
purpose, they feel aimless. But Gemini men are a whole di�erent story,” Maggie
continued with awe-inspiring enthusiasm. “When they do �nally get the
woman, they’ll drop her. Drop her like they didn’t even know her. Gemini men
don’t mind who they hurt, who they have to use, who they have to step over—
they don’t even bloody notice.”

“Are you sure you don’t mean white men, Maggie?” I asked, narrowing my
eyes. Her line of �re sounded a little too speci�c.

“You can take it how you want to,” she said, folding her arms and pursing her
lips. “You’re the one who thought she found her white savior. And look!”

Maggie is a big woman. In all ways. She has a new and even more surprising
wig made every week, she doesn’t like to wear black because it’s too depressing,
and she has to wear more than one pattern at any given time, even when she’s
pottering around the house, because “Jesus wants life to be about color.” The
obsession with color is a nod to her �eeting career as an artist, a career in which
she never created anything but hype around herself. Maggie is also intensely
religious, but the less ever said about that, the better. My aunt and grandmother
always use religion as a stick to beat everyone with, and even to dwell on it for
more than one second would be to entertain something I had no time for.

I sat on the edge of my seat to prevent the hospital sta� from screaming my
full name out this time around. “What’s to stop them from looking me up when
I’ve gone?” I asked Maggie, trying to derail her rant. “What are the rules?”

“Who’s looking you up?” she asked me.
“Anyone in the waiting room?” I answered quietly.
“You’re not a celebrity, Queenie,” Maggie said. “Don’t be so paranoid.”



“Queenie Jenkins?” the nurse from before bellowed. I patted Maggie on the
knee to signify that I was about to go in, and jumped up; she didn’t stop talking.

The nurse didn’t smile back at me; instead she placed a hand gently on my
shoulder and trotted me down the clinical corridor and led me back into the
room that smelled like someone had spilled a bucket of bleach.

I glanced nervously at the machine with the intrusive attachment that had
bothered me earlier as it hummed lowly in the corner.

“You can put your things back down there,” she said, and pointed to a chair
by the door. For the second time, maybe more so this time, I wished it had been
Tom there in that chair, but I didn’t have time to lament because the nurse was
staring at me, so threw my bag on it.

“Can you remove your tights and your underwear and put your legs back in
the stirrups? I’ll go and get the doctor.”

“Again?” I asked, throwing my head back like a surly teenager.
“Mmm. Yes, please.” She left the room. I should have worn sweatpants for

this, both because I would live in them if I could, and because tights are a
complete fa�. Putting them on requires half dance, half contortion, and should
only be done once in a day, in a private sphere. I got my phone out to text my
best friend, who was probably doing something less horrifying with her
afternoon.

Queenie

Darcy. They’re asking to examine me for
the second time! I’ll have had this
machine in me more times than Tom in
the last few weeks

The doctor, a brisk woman with kind eyes that had clearly seen a lot of
women’s fear, swept back into the room. She spoke very slowly, explaining that
she was going to have one more check of something. I sat up.

“What are you looking for? You said the IUD was there.” She responded by
snapping on a pair of latex gloves, so I lay back down.

“Okay,” she said after a pause and a prod. “I’ve asked another doctor for a
second opinion. And having had another look, it’s just that—well, is there any



chance you were pregnant, Queenie?” I sat up again; my stomach muscles would
be shocked into thinking that I was exercising at this rate.

“I’m sorry, what do you mean?”
“Well,” the doctor said, peering at the ultrasound, “it looks like you’ve had a

miscarriage.”
I lifted my hand to my mouth, forgetting that I was holding anything. My

phone slipped out of my grip and onto the �oor. The doctor paid no attention
to my reaction and continued looking at the screen.

“Why?” I asked, desperate for her to look at me, to acknowledge that this
news might have a�ected me in some way.

“It can happen with most forms of contraception,” she told me clinically, her
eyes that I’d previously thought were kind still �xed on the screen. “Most women
just don’t know about it. At least it’s done the job.”

I lay back on the examination table long after she’d left the room.

•  •  •

“Oh, you two will have beautiful children,” Tom’s grandmother said, staring at
us from across the table. Joyce had cataracts, but she could still see the future, it
seemed.

“Your lovely soft brown skin, Queenie, but lighter. Like a lovely milky co�ee.
Not too dark! And Tom’s green eyes. Your big hair, Queenie, those dark
eyelashes, but Tom’s nice straight nose.” I looked around to see if anyone else at
the table was shocked by what she said, but apparently it was acceptable.

“I don’t think that you can pick and choose like a facial composite, Joyce,” I
said, �ddling with the pepper grinder.

“True,” Joyce said. “It’s a shame, that.”
Later on when we were in bed, I turned to Tom and put my book down.

“What’s wrong with my nose?”
“What do you mean?” Tom asked, concentrating on whatever tech article he

was reading on his phone.
“Your grandma. At dinner she said that our future baby should have your

nice straight nose.”



“Ignore her. She’s just being old, isn’t she?” Tom said, putting his phone
down on the bedside table. “Your nose is nice and squishy. It might be my
favorite thing about your face.”

“Oh. Thanks, I guess,” I said, picking my book back up. “Well, let’s hope that
our children don’t get any of my squashed features.”

“I said squishy, not squashed. And I’d rather our kids looked more like you
than me, your face is more interesting than mine. And I love your nose, almost as
much as I love you,” Tom said, booping me on the appendage in question with a
�nger.

He moved so that I could nuzzle into him. I did, and although I wasn’t a
person who ever felt particularly safe, did, but just for a second.

“So you’ve thought about it?” I asked, looking up at him.
“Your nose? Sure, I think you’ve got a lovely nose.” He rested his chin on my

forehead.
“No, our children. Future babies.”
“Yeah, I’ve got it planned out. In six years when we’ve got a house and I’ve

forced you down the aisle, we’ll have children,” Tom said, smiling. “Three is the
right amount.”

“Three?”
“One is sel�sh, two means they’ll always be competing, but when you have

three they can start looking after each other as soon as the eldest is eight.”
“Okay, okay. Three co�ee-colored babies. But milky, right? Just like Grandma

ordered.”

•  •  •

Queenie

Tom, hello

Queenie

Are you seeing my messages?



Queenie

I’ll call when I’m on my way home

Queenie

Got to go to the chemist and get some
pills

Queenie

Let me know if you need me to bring
anything home

I sat in the corridor staring at my phone’s smashed screen, waiting for Tom to
reply. A few minutes passed, and eventually, no reply later, I walked back toward
the waiting room. I could hear Maggie talking as I made my way toward her.

“One day, years ago now, my ex-husband told me he was popping out for
petrol, and do you know what? He was gone �fteen hours! When he got back, I
said, ‘Terrence, where did you get the petrol, Scotland?’ ” She paused for e�ect. “I
told him to get out after that. I had a baby to look after, I had my bills to pay, I
couldn’t deal with any man’s nonsense.” Maggie paused to adjust her bosom.
“The day after he left I went to the doctor and I said, ‘Listen, tie my tubes in a
knot, I’m not having any more!’ I’m telling you. The one I’ve got is �fteen now,
all she gives me is trouble. It’s all about makeup and boys and fake eyelashes and
making videos for YouTube. This isn’t what my mum came over from Jamaica
for, for her granddaughter to be throwing away her education.” Maggie folded
and unfolded her arms. “I go to church, and I pray, I pray for myself, I pray for
my daughter, for my niece. I just have to hope He’s listening, Marina.”

How were my aunt and this stranger already on �rst-name terms? I hadn’t
been gone that long. I threw myself down next to my aunt. Marina, sitting
opposite, was nodding vigorously although Maggie had �nished speaking.

“What did they say?” Maggie asked, pulling out the hand gel again.
“Nothing really! Just women’s problems, you know.” I swerved the question.
“What women’s problems?” Maggie is a �rst-generation Jamaican and

therefore a woman entitled to information about others.



“Just women’s problems!” I said, forcing what I hoped was a convincing
smile.

Maggie and I stood at the bus stop outside the hospital. She spoke about
something I couldn’t quite pay attention to as I looked up at the three gigantic
tower blocks looming opposite, so high up that dark clouds almost hid their
tops. I kept my head tilted back, hoping that if I did it long enough the tears that
were brimming in my eyes wouldn’t fall out.

“Queenie, what did the doctor say?” My aunt narrowed her eyes at me. “I
don’t buy this ‘women’s problems’ rubbish. Do I have to pry it out of you?”
Why did I think I’d got her o� the topic earlier?

“She wanted to look at my cervix, Maggie,” I said, hoping that would get her
o� my case. “Something about it being narrow?”

She looked at me, annoyance and then shock contorting her face. “Pardon?
Must you embarrass me?” she said through gritted teeth, looking around. “We
do not talk about our vees in public.”

“But I didn’t say vagina, I said cervix,” I replied. Her lips tightened. “Anyway,
the bus is here!”

The 136 crawled down Lewisham High Street, Maggie speaking a hundred
words for each yard we moved.

“You know, back in the day, when Mum came over, they used to put implants
and IUDs in black women without us knowing to stop us getting pregnant.”
She cocked her head. “To stop us procreating. That is true, you know!” She
raised her eyebrows. “Mum’s friend Glynda, the one who eats Mum out of
house and home when she visits? Well, she couldn’t get pregnant for years and
she had no idea why. So you shouldn’t even have had that thing put in in the �rst
place, politically as well as physically. You don’t know what it’s doing to you.”

She was talking so frantically and moving so drastically to support her chat
that her gigantic plastic earrings were providing a soundtrack to her words.

“Black women’s bodies don’t work well with this sort of thing. Have you
read up on it? Chemical imbalances, the absorption to our melanin—that a�ects
the pineal and pituitary glands. Swelling also.”



Maggie stopped talking to call Diana, so I tried to call Tom. The �rst three
times it had rung out, but now it was going to voice mail. It was past six, he’d be
out of work by now.

“Is he still not answering?” Maggie asked.
“Huh?” I looked out the window. “Who, Tom? Yeah, he sent me a text to say

that he’d see me at home.” She knew I was lying, but my stop was coming up so
she couldn’t interrogate me about it.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come to church with me on Sunday? All are
welcome. Even you, with that IUD.” She looked at me out of the side of her eyes.
“God will save even the most wanton. . . .”

I rolled my eyes and stood up. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said before I
pinballed my way down the bus, careful not to touch anything or anyone with
my hands, and stepped o�.

I stood waving at my aunt as the doors closed and the bus pulled away. It’s a
family thing. It is an annoying and time-wasting thing.

When I got home, the �at was cold. I ran a bath and wriggled out of my clothes.
I crinkled my nose at the goo from the ultrasound that had stuck itself to the
gusset of my knickers and chucked them into the wash basket. I doubled over
and sat on the edge of the bath. The bleeding had stopped, but the cramps
hadn’t.

I wrapped my hair in my headscarf and stepped into the bath. I sat in the
water and prodded at my stomach, wincing as I hit tender spots. Why had this
happened? I was twenty-�ve; I wasn’t going to have a baby. Obviously. But it
would have been nice to have the choice. Having a contraceptive placed in my
body wholly suggested that I was not wanting to have a baby; so, yes, my choice
would be to not actually carry a child to term and then raise it—but that wasn’t
the point. “Would I have been ready?” I asked myself aloud, stroking my
stomach tenderly. My mum was twenty-�ve when she got pregnant with me. I
guess that says everything about how unprepared I’d be. I lay back, numbness
cloaking my body as the hot water swathed my cold skin.



Midnight, and Tom still wasn’t home. I couldn’t sleep because my womb felt
like it was trying to make its way out of my body, so I assembled some boxes and
started to wrap up and pack my half of our separated belongings in the living
room so it at least looked like I was going somewhere soon. A snow globe from
Paris, mine and Tom’s �rst holiday together; a comically ugly porcelain donkey
from Spain, our second holiday together; and a Turkish eye ornament from our
third. I wrapped all of these memories of our relationship with care, swaddling
them in layers of newspaper and sealing them with tape. I moved on to the
plates, then the mugs, before I stopped to get the donkey back out of the box. I
unwrapped it and put it back on the mantelpiece. If I was going to leave a
reminder of our relationship, it was going to be the thing I didn’t want in my
new place. I carried on wrapping until I got into a frenzy of paper and tape, only
pausing when I got to two mugs on the drying rack. One embossed with a T, the
other with a Q.

•  •  •

“Why have you got so much stuff?” Tom asked, leaning on a cardboard box
marked MISCELLANEOUS 7 and wiping sweat from his forehead. “I’ve only got a
few hoodies and two pairs of socks.”

“I don’t know, maybe I’ve become a hoarder without noticing?” I said,
cupping his face in my hands. “But you wanted to live with me, so you’re going
to have to live with it all.”

“Fine, I regret nothing,” Tom said, kissing me on the forehead. “Queenie,
you have a very dry forehead for someone who is meant to be lifting boxes.”

“Yes, maybe so, but I am organizing, as opposed to lifting,” I told him. “And
making sure that the boxes marked KITCHEN are in the kitchen.”

“Well, if you’re going to be in the kitchen, could you at least make some tea?”
“Yes, now that you mention it, your clever girlfriend has just found the box

with the kettle and bought milk and tea bags on the way here,” I said. “But I
don’t know where the mugs are.”

“Look in my rucksack, my mum bought us mugs. Moving-in present, she
said.”



I found Tom’s rucksack in the hallway and, when I opened it, found two gift
boxes containing a white mug each. I washed them out and made us tea,
plucking the hot tea bags out with my �ngers in the absence of a spoon. “How
do your �ngers not burn?” Tom asked, walking into the kitchen, a box under his
arm.

“They do, I just don’t talk about it,” I said, handing him a hot mug. “These
are fancy, where did she get these from?”

“No idea,” Tom said, taking a sip.
“Oh, hold on, you’ve got the Q mug.” I reached out for it.
“This one’s going to be mine.” He lifted it out of my reach. “Like you’re

mine,” Tom said, putting an arm around me.
“Do you know,” I said, “whatever tone you’d said that in, it would have

sounded creepy and possessive.”
“Creepy and possessive.” Tom took a sip of tea. “Were they the qualities that

initially drew you to me?” He laughed.

•  •  •

I packed until I was exhausted, falling asleep on the sofa boxed in by years of
accumulatively unimportant stu� that I probably didn’t need to continue
carting through life. When I woke up the next morning, my alarm chirping
obnoxiously from the bedroom, Tom still wasn’t back. I sat on the Tube to
work, doubling over when pain ripped through my stomach. A woman handed
me a plastic bag, saying, “If you’re going to be sick, can you at least do it in here?
Nobody wants to see a splattering so early in the morning.” I snuck in late,
turned my computer on, and fake-smiled my way through the morning. The
television listings got confused with the club listings, and I asked Leigh to �x it
before our boss, Gina, noticed. One day he’s going to tell me to do my work
myself, but as long as I listen to him talking about his own work and his
boyfriend Don’s faltering DJ career in great detail, he lets me get away with a lot.

At midday, I walked over to Darcy’s desk, a gray metallic dock in the quiet
corner of the o�ce that she shared with Silent Jean, the world’s oldest and the
Daily Read’s longest-employed subeditor. She was a ghostly pale waif of a



woman who didn’t �t with the aesthetic of a �ashy news institution, one who
seemed to hate me without having ever spoken to me. Or to anyone, actually.

“Good afternoon, Jean,” I said, bowing. She tutted, nodding swiftly before
putting her surprisingly snazzy earphones in. I placed both hands on Darcy’s
head and began to plait her thick, heavy brown hair, an activity that, thankfully,
she found as satisfying as I did, so no HR summons for me.

“Please keep doing that. It is literally the most soothing thing,” she said. I
looked at her screen and began to read the e-mail she was composing aloud:

Simon, you just can’t expect me to reconfigure my wants and my needs to suit you. Knowing that
I’m at a different point of my life to you, instead of understanding it you almost use it as a weapon
—

Silent Jean looked at us and sighed surprisingly loudly for someone who
rarely exercised her vocal cords. “Queenie! Privacy, please!” Darcy snapped,
turning to look at me. Her bright blue eyes looked through my dark brown ones.

“Uh-oh. What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Lots,” I groaned, banging my head down on her partition so loudly that

Silent Jean jumped in her seat.
“Right, let’s go, come on!” she chirped, looking apologetically at Jean and

sweeping me up and away. She’s the most intuitive of my best friends, though
Darcy has known me the shortest amount of time; that we’ve worked together
and spent every weekday talking to each other for the last three and a bit years
has meant that we know each other better than we know ourselves.

She’s very beautiful, with a complexion as rosy as her outlook, and looks like
one of those wartime girls whose pictures their army husbands would kiss at
night. You might think that that aesthetic doesn’t really have a place in the
present day, but she makes it work.

Darcy bundled me into the lift, forcing me to step on the foot of a man I
hadn’t seen before—he was dressed in a tweed jacket with glasses too big for a
face that I would have thought was handsome if my entire brain weren’t
concentrated on heartbreak. He looked at me and opened his mouth to
complain, but instead stared until he looked down at his phone. “It’ll be all
right, Queenie,” Darcy whispered, putting her arm around my shoulders.



“You don’t even know what’s wrong,” I whispered back at her. “So you can’t
say that.” The lift zoomed to the ground �oor and we bundled out, words of
sadness and betrayal and abandonment �ring out of my mouth at a hundred
miles per hour.

“I just don’t know what to do! Things have been so bad for such a long time,
Darcy. It’s relentless,” I told her, my pace quickening the more irritated I got
with my stupid situation. “We argue every single day, about absolutely
everything, so much that he’s started going back home to stay with his parents at
the weekends, and when it’s really bad, he stays there in the week and
commutes! From Peterborough! Then this weekend, when we really got into it,
he told me that he needed a break, and that he thought I should move out.”

“Yeesh.” Darcy winced. “Did he mean it? Or was he just angry?”
“Darcy, I have no fucking idea. We stayed up all night talking and bickering

about it, and I agreed to move out for three months, after which point we could
revisit things.”

“Why are you the one moving out when he can go and stay with his parents?
It’s not like you have that option.” Darcy linked her arm through mine.

“He said he can a�ord to stay on in the �at because my entry-level wage is
nothing in comparison to his big-boy fucking Web developer salary.”

“Is that a direct quote?” Darcy asked, horri�ed.
“He’s always been like that about money, so I shouldn’t be surprised that he’s

using it against me.” Darcy squeezed my arm tighter to her. “I just don’t
understand why he isn’t better at understanding that he needs to lean into all of
my stu�. He knows I love him,” I hu�ed. “Why doesn’t he fucking see that?”

My expletives weren’t suitable for a public dining space, so Darcy herded me
away from the cafeteria and toward the tiny park near our o�ce. I guess it can be
called a park even though it’s really only patches of damp earth and bare
branches surrounding what is mainly concrete, but it’s nice to have something
resembling greenery in central London. We warded o� the sharp October air by
huddling together on a wooden bench that wobbled dangerously, especially
when my gesticulating really tested it.

“He knows that I have stuff, he’s always known about my stu�, so why can’t
he be understanding?” I looked at Darcy for a response but carried on talking



before she could say anything. “It could all be �ne. We have a break, I move out
for a bit, sort my head out; then in a few months, all �ne, I move back in and
we’re happy forever,” I assured myself.

“Like an interracial Ross and Rachel?” Darcy o�ered.
“Friends is the only reference you could think of?” I asked her. “There

weren’t really even any black people in Friends.”
“I think you just need to give him a bit of time, and a bit of space. Once you

get out of there, he’ll realize how hard it is not having you around,” Darcy said.
She is very solutions-driven, a welcome counter to my impulsiveness and
inability to think things through. “Have you been sleeping together?”

“No, not that I haven’t been trying.” I sighed. “He thinks it’s a bad idea. It’s
been a month since we had sex.” Darcy winced again.

“It’s killing me.” I threw my hands to the sky in mock exasperation. “I just
wish it could all be �ne,” I said, resting my head on Darcy’s shoulder. “What if
this is the end?”

“It’s not the end!” Darcy assured me. “Tom loves you, he’s just hurting.
You’re both in pain, don’t forget that. His pride will be in pieces because of this
whole break thing. Men don’t like to admit that they’ve failed at anything, let
alone relationships. I once suggested a break to Simon, and in response, he
booked a triple session with his therapist and then got his eyebrow pierced.
Things will get better.” Darcy rested her head on mine. “Oh! What did they say
at the hospital yesterday, by the way? You know, the scan thing?”

“Oh, all �ne.” There was no point in telling her. “It’s just stress or
something.”

“Tom went with you, though, right?”
“No, he went back to Peterborough on Sunday evening. Haven’t seen or

heard from him since.”
“Are you kidding?” Darcy squawked. “Do you need to come and stay with

me and Simon for a couple of nights? Are you still having those stomach pains?
We can look after you.”

“No, I’m all right,” I said. I wasn’t hurting anymore, but in place of the pain
was something else, something sitting heavy that I couldn’t quite identify.



Wanting to kill some time before I got home to reminders of my disintegrating
relationship, I went to Brixton for some Jamaican bun, hoping that I could kick-
start my appetite with my favorite comfort food. I climbed the steps out of the
Underground and stood catching my breath at the top.

I inhaled a little too hard, and the smell of incense from the street sellers made
me sneeze as I turned into the market. I hopped over a puddle that looked as
suspicious as it smelled sour and carried on weaving through what always felt
like thousands of people. I made it into Brixton Village and followed a route to
the Caribbean bakery that was etched in my memories of Saturday shopping
trips with my grandmother. I turned a corner and went to walk straight into the
bakery, but was instead faced with a trendy burger bar full of young couples.
The men were all wearing colorful oversize shirts, and their female companions
were all wearing colorful overpriced coats.

I frowned and retraced my steps, turning various corners in my search and
convincing myself that I’d dreamt the bakery’s existence before going back to the
burger shop. I stood for a minute, trying to recall some sort of memory of going
there.

•  •  •

“Hullo, hullo, how you keeping, Susie?” My grandmother smiled at the plump
Jamaican woman behind the counter. The whole bakery smelled so sweet. And
not sickly sweet: it smelled sugary, and warm, and familiar. I stood on tiptoe and
looked over, seeing how her pristine white apron strained over her soft, round
stomach.

“I’m good, tank you, darlin’, you good?” the woman replied, �ashing a gold
tooth at me. “And the little one, she getting big!”

“Too big!” my grandmother cackled her reply. I looked up at her and scowled.
“Why you �xin’ up your face like that? She’s just saying you’re growin’ up,”

an older Jamaican man stepping out of the back room reassured me.
“This one is too sensitive, Peter.” My grandmother dismissed me with one

hand. “Anyway, let me get a bun—not that one, the big one. No, no, the biggest
one. That’s it—and two hard dough bread, one bulla, and a likkle pound cake



for my husband, put a smile on him sour face,” she joked with the shopkeepers.
The woman handed a giant brown bag of baked goods over to me with a smile.
“Ha� help Grandma, she won’t be around forever.”

“Why Susie ha� be so morbid?” my grandmother asked me in a tight-lipped
whisper as we walked out. “Sometimes Jamaicans are too overfamiliar.”

•  •  •

With the memory con�rming that I was right, I walked with renewed purpose
over to the �sh stall opposite as the image and the smell of the bakery dissipated
in my head.

“Excuse me?” I said to a �shmonger as he slopped some octopuses that were
on display into a basin. “Was there a bakery opposite here?” I pointed to the
burger bar, its neon lighting shining on other shops and stalls that I noticed had
SHUT DOWN and RELOCATED signs across their shutters. The �shmonger said
nothing.

“It had a dark-green front, bread in the windows? I can’t remember the
name?” I continued, trying not to look at the octopus activities while talking
about food I actually liked eating.

“Gone,” the �shmonger �nally said, throwing the basin down and wiping his
hands on his apron. “Couldn’t a�ord the rent,” he added in broken English.
“Then these people came.” He gestured to the burger bar.

“What?” I yelped. “How much is the rent?” How could it have been raised so
much that people who were forced to come speci�cally to Brixton, to make lives
here and create a community here, would be pushed out to make room for
corporate-friendly burger bars? He shrugged and walked away, his waterproof
boots squeaking on the wet �oor with each step.

Queenie

Tom, are you home tonight? Let me know



I stood at the bus stop, the pains in my stomach starting up again. I bent over
and took a deep breath, and when I straightened up, a black BMW pulled up in
front of me, the bass pumping from it hitting me with each beat. The passenger
window rolled down and fragrant smoke seeped out and toward me. I took a
step back.

“Eh, big batty,” a familiar voice laughed.
It was my old neighbor Adi, a very compact and handsome Pakistani man

with facial hair so precise it looked like it had been styled with a laser. “How’s
that big bum since you left the ends? Ready for me yet?” He laughed again.

“Adi! Stop!” I said, embarrassed, stepping toward the car. “People can hear
you!”

The minute I moved into my dad’s house, Adi had been on my case
relentlessly, before and after his lavish desi wedding to his girlfriend of eight
years. Whenever I bumped into him, he’d talk very matter-of-factly and at
excessive length about black women being forbidden fruit to Muslim men, but
mainly he gave me lots of chat about big black bottoms.

“Let me give you a lift, innit.” He smiled. “But not if you’re gonna be sick. I
saw you bending over.”

“I’m �ne, thanks,” I said, giving him a thumbs-up.
“Then get in the car, there’s a bus coming up behind me.” He leaned over

and opened the passenger door from his seat.
I opened my mouth to say no again, but a pain like no other made my legs

feel weak. I climbed into the BMW. “Watch the leather!” he said, his voice higher
than I’d ever heard it. “These are custom seats.”

As soon as I closed the door, Adi sped o� so quickly that I felt like I was in a
g-force simulator. “Let me just do my seat belt,” I said, reaching clumsily behind
the seat for it.

“You’re safe with me, innit.” He smiled again and put his hand on my thigh.
His thick silver wedding ring �ashed at me.

“Adi,” I said, removing it. “Both hands on the wheel.”
“So as I was saying,” he started, “is that big bum ready for me? It’s looking

bigger, you know.”



“It’s exactly the same size, Adi.” I sighed. Why had I gotten into the car? It
would have been better if I’d just collapsed at the bus stop. My phone buzzed in
my pocket. I took it out and read the message from Tom on the screen, feeling
my stomach drop.

Tom

Just saw your text. Not back tonight.

“I can change your life, you know, Queenie.” Adi put his hand back on my
thigh. “Girl like you, man like me? I can guarantee you’ve never had sex so
good.” I let it stay there.

When Adi dropped me home and screeched away, I stood outside the front door
with the key in my hand hoping that Tom had changed his mind and would be
on the other side. He wasn’t.

The �at was cold, again. I got into bed and tried to cry in an attempt at
catharsis, but it was useless. Nothing. Kyazike called. I canceled it. Maggie called,
and I knew that she’d just tell me that Jesus was the answer, so I canceled that
too. My grandmother called, and you don’t cancel her calls, so I answered.

“Hello, Grandma,” I croaked.
“What’s wrong?” She always knew when something was wrong.
“Nothing.”
“You know I always know when something is wrong, Queenie,” she growled,

so I told her that I had a headache. “No, you don’t. We don’t get headaches. It’s
that white boy, isn’t it?”

“You can’t say that!”
“Is he white or not?” she asked me. “Look—if you are sad, you have to try

not to be. If I had let myself be sad when I got pregnant with Maggie at fourteen,
then where would that have left me?” All of my grandmother’s responses come
with a Caribbean frame of reference that forces me to accept that my problems
are trivial.

“I know, but it was di�erent back then,” I dared to sigh.



“Yuh tink su�ering discriminate against time?” The patois always comes out
when she’s feeling self-righteous.

I fell asleep on the sofa again, this time with a hot water bottle pressed against my
stomach. I woke up to the sound of running water. I heaved myself up and
stumbled toward the bathroom, �icking lights on as I moved through the dark
�at. Tom was sitting on the edge of the bath facing away from me, his hand
testing the water. He turned the cold tap o� and stood up, his big frame tensing
slightly when he saw me.

“I didn’t know you were up,” he said quietly. “Scared me.”
“Sorry.” I shrugged. “I thought you weren’t coming back tonight?”
“I worked too late and missed the last train home,” Tom said, squeezing past

me. “It needs another minute or so of hot water.”
“But this is home,” I said to him. He didn’t reply.
I started to step out of my clothes as Tom leaned against the doorframe. My

turtleneck got stuck on my head, so he was presented with my once white, now
most-discolored bra and wriggling torso. “You sure you want to take a break
from all of this?” I forced a laugh, my voice mu�ed by fabric. I got free in time
to see him roll his eyes and turn away.

“So you’re packed, then.” I heard an unmistakable tremor of emotion in
Tom’s voice. “When are you leaving?” He cleared his throat.

“Can you give me until next week?” I asked, stepping into the bath and
turning o� the hot tap. “That way we can have a few more days together?”

Tom shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Queenie.” He put the
toilet lid down and took a seat, facing away from me. “I’ll head back to my mum
and dad’s tomorrow.”

“And when will we speak?” I asked, my voice so small.
“I don’t know, Queenie,” Tom said, placing his head in his hands.
“God, I don’t know why you’re being like this!” I said, smacking the water.
“Why I’m being like this?” he said, his voice �nally cracking. “These last few

months have been awful. I’m still trying to forgive you for that shit you pulled at



my mum’s birthday, for a start. But, Queenie, this whole relationship, you’ve
refused to talk to me.”

My breath caught in my throat. I didn’t know he’d felt like this, and I
certainly hadn’t expected him to vocalize it.

“You never tell me what’s wrong,” he continued. “Ever! And you’d close o�,
you’d cry and lock yourself in the bathroom while I sat on the �oor outside
telling you I was there if you wanted to talk, but you never did. You’ve pushed
me away for so much of this relationship.”

“It’s my stu�!” I defended myself.
“We’ve all got stu�, Queenie,” Tom shouted. “And I’ve tried with yours, I

really have.”
“Tom,” I said quietly. “However shit I’ve been, you’ve always forgiven me.”
“Yeah, I have.” He looked at his feet. “But I don’t know if I can do it

anymore.”

That night, we fell asleep in the same bed, me nestled into Tom’s back. When I
woke up at dawn, he was gone. There was a mug of cold tea next to me on the
bedside table, the Q looking back at me cruelly.



chapter
TWO

INSTEAD OF HELPING with the move, I watched Leigh from work and Eardley,
family friend and the world’s smallest mover, carry what looked like hundreds of
boxes and IKEA bags full of books, trinkets, and clothes into my new house.

My new lodgings weren’t ideal. At £750 a month, it was the cheapest room I
could �nd in Brixton, in a house built in the Victorian era and clearly never
taken care of since then. When I’d arrived to see it, it was crumbling from the
outside, with weeds and ivy creeping across the door and �lling the front garden.
I didn’t and still don’t know if some dead thing is dwelling in there, but there
was de�nitely a smell emanating from some unknown and unseen object.

When I’d stepped into the house, there was another smell that hit me—
unsurprisingly, not a good one. Although brown, beige, and outdated in design,
the kitchen—apart from the damp patches—seemed perfectly �ne, though I
don’t imagine I’ll cook in it, as did the living room, though I know I can’t see
myself sitting on the mustard-yellow velvet sofas.

“Only this to go,” Eardley said in a strong Yorkshire accent that seemed
incongruous with his dark-brown skin and gold teeth as he thumped my mum’s
old dressing table. The chipped, stained antique was the most awkward piece of
furniture I’d ever owned and made moving house a bother, but I still lugged it
around with me everywhere I went. I used to watch my mum getting ready in
front of it for hours. I’d sit on the bed behind her and stare as she took rollers
out of her hair and pinned it up expertly with small, delicate hands, and I’d move
even closer to watch as she applied various lotions and potions that I was too
young to understand, and still don’t really understand now.



Eardley’s bald head glistened with sweat as he put his hands on his hips and
stretched from side to side. He wiped his forehead on the sleeve of his blue
overalls.

“Just need a second, my back feels like it’s going to go!” Eardley was always so
cheerful despite the extreme circumstances and short notices I threw at him, but
small parts of me die every time I watch him bang that dressing table on all of the
�oor and wall surfaces he possibly can.

“Can we just get this bit over and done with, please?” Leigh said, running his
hands through his dyed blond hair. He looked up to the sky, extending his neck
to catch the passing breeze. The sun made his green eyes glisten. “My skin is the
perfect color for my foundation and if I stay out in the sun I’ll get darker. It
won’t match, Eardley,” Leigh pleaded.

“Okay, let’s get back to it!” Eardley said, stretching his wiry frame from side
to side. “I’m sure my back’ll be �ne.”

I left Eardley and Leigh to get on with the whole bother of carrying things
into the house and made my way up to the bedroom. It was darker, dimmer, and
smaller than I’d remembered. Patches of mold lurked in all four corners of the
room; the garden-facing window was small and dirty; the carpets were cheap and
beige, much like the rest of the house; and the yellow walls were stained and
cracked.

Three seconds later, Leigh came into my new bedroom while I was observing
one of the many damp patches. Had they grown since I �rst came here?

“Are you going to that party tomorrow?” Leigh asked, reclining on a pile of
boxes.

“Oh God, which party?” I asked, standing on a box to get closer to the damp
patch. I couldn’t retain any plans recently.

“James,” Leigh said. I stared back at him.
“Fran’s boyfriend? Darcy’s friend Fran from school? Invited us last week?”
“Oh, I hate those parties.” When Darcy �rst started inviting me to these

parties, I’d thought it was for a social experiment or hidden-camera show, like
“put a black person in Made in Chelsea and see what happens,” but ultimately
these gatherings really are as simple as “posh people and me.”



“Nobody goes to parties because they like them,” Leigh said. “We go either
because we want to show everyone else there that we’re better than them, or
because we want to distract ourselves.”

“And which one are you?”
“The former. But you, dear heart, are the latter, and you need to take your

mind o� Tom and this breakup—sorry, break, whatever you’re calling it.” Leigh
sighed impatiently.

“Fair,” I said, immediately rummaging through bags to �nd something to
wear. “You’ll be there, though, right?” I asked, cringing at my neediness. I’d only
been away from Tom a day.

“I’ll see if I can pop in after Don’s gig. I’m making no promises, though, I’ll
probably be o� my face,” Leigh said, standing up and winking at his re�ection in
the smudged window.

I was as surprised as the next person that I’d moved into a house with strangers
from the Internet. The prospect itself �lled me with dread, fear, and a healthy
amount of disgust, but £21K a year wasn’t going to get me anything bigger than
someone’s garage space.

The housemates themselves didn’t seem awful, but I felt very nervous at the
prospect of living with white people, because I know that my standards of
inherited Caribbean cleanliness are bordering on clinical OCD levels.

I grew up watching my grandmother wash bottles, cartons, everything,
before they were allowed to go into the fridge, and she’d clothesline you if you
walked your shoes through the house.

Living with Tom didn’t count because I’d trained him up and we’d had some
clean-house trial runs when we stayed at his family holiday home in Turkey that
almost, but didn’t quite, break us.

I’d been shown around my new house by my prospective housemates: a boy,
Rupert, twenty-nine, a little shorter than me and markedly angry about it, didn’t
make eye contact; in essence, little more than a posh boy with a beard and those
deck shoes and no socks. Even at the end of October.



The girl, or woman, Nell, is thirty-�ve, works in a deli, and wears her short
blond hair in high bunches. She is the nicer of the two, and has already admitted
that she has a drinking problem, demonstrated when she opened the door to me
with an XL glass of white wine in her hand at 11:30 a.m.

As bad as that was, it was the best of some very, very bad housing situations.
How do seven people live together and share only two bathrooms? was my �rst
question when I saw room number one in Stockwell, on the top �oor of a
narrow four-story house. All four stories were a mess, which I suppose is
unavoidable when seven are squashed into a �ve-bedroom property that is
shoddily converted into more rooms with, in one case, a sheet dividing one large
room in two.

I had to step over at least ten bikes on the way in, and the kitchen was so
cluttered that I could have sworn whoever lived there was playing crockery
Jenga.

The bedroom, a steal at £800 a month, was absolutely tiny. I’d barely be able
to �t my bed in there, let alone the books I’m determined to carry through life
with me.

When the tiny posh boy in a decorative dirty trench coat and �ip-�ops who
showed me round let me out and told me he’d be in touch, we both knew that it
wasn’t going to happen. The second place I went to see was a studio in
Camberwell. Completely out of my price range, but I’d watched a YouTube
tutorial on haggling that I was going to put into practice. I had to use
Citymapper to �nd my way to it, so obviously I was sent on an urban scenic
route all around the houses.

The area was looking very gray, but as expected the app sent me the wrong
way, so I cut back through the not-so-Camberwell-Green-in-winter park with its
little playground in the center.

I was running late, so when I eventually turned onto the road that the �at was
on, passing a �eet of Nigerian men sitting and chatting in fancy cars, I was
sweating from every pore. I walked toward number twenty-three, looking up
and down at my phone map so much that I was like one of those nodding
bobblehead dogs you used to get on car dashboards.



“Hello, lovely girl, are you my �ve o’clock?” a man with a strong Polish accent
asked as he stepped out of the car that he’d parked next to me at speed, bringing
the stench of stale cigarettes out with him. His suit was cheap, his hair thinning.

“Queenie. Sorry, yes, I got lost.” I took o� my coat and put it through the
strap of my rucksack.

“Okay, don’t worry, I have someone else coming in �ve minutes, so quick,
quick!” He smiled in a way that suggested he thought I would be charmed. Why
did they do this, this organizing of forty viewings at a time so that everyone
panics and throws money at these overpriced and underkempt boxes
masquerading as �ats?

When we’d made it in, me having to contort myself so that we didn’t merge
into one person in the three-inches-squared space of hallway, I stood in the �at
trying to calculate how I’d �t any of my furniture into an area so small. The
estate agent shocked my socks o� and out the door by telling me the price of a
month’s rent. “Twelve hundred pounds?” I shrieked, holding a hand to my
mouth in a move usually deployed to express faux shock. This was real shock.

“Well, you know, that’s the cost of living in London, lovely girl,” the estate
agent lied.

“My name is Queenie,” I reminded him. “The cost of living in London?
There’s not even a washing machine.”

“Launderette is close, no problem. You put it all in a bag, carry it down the
road, �ve pounds easy.”

“There’s no actual oven.”
“There’s room for a microwave, yes? And look, a hotplate.” He opened one

of three cupboards to show me a two-ring plug-in hotplate that looked back at
me as though it knew it would never be enough.

“But it’s one room! The kitchen is the bedroom! I could cook my Bolognese
from my bed!” I said to the estate agent.

He told me that everything in the �at was state-of-the-art, new, and
refurbished, and that even though I wouldn’t have access to the garden, I had a
garden view. When I looked out the window at the patch of grass and four
concrete slabs below and asked where the rest of it was, he tried to distract me by
showing me the bathroom. He opened a door in the corner of the room and



beckoned that I go inside. I left the lure of the garden view and went in, ducking
through the low doorframe as I felt for the lightbulb cord.

“Oh, the light is here.” He crossed the room and stood by three switches next
to the front door. “These two control the main room”—he �icked each switch
up and down, bright spotlights beaming white, arti�cial light down onto the
kitchen surface and then the middle of the room—“and this one is for the
bathroom”— he �icked the �nal switch down and the light went on above my
head.

“Why is there no window in the bathroom?” I asked, turning around once to
scan the room, my bag hitting every area in there: the shower, the bathroom
cabinet, the sink.

“No window, but extractor fan  .  .  .” He opened the small cupboard
underneath the light switches and pressed a button. A whirring began above my
head. “You see? The bathroom, everything new. Power shower, newly �tted
toilet, sink.” The estate agent slid past me, his face too close to mine, and lifted a
handle to turn the sink tap on. Nothing came out. He pushed it down again. “It
will all be working once you move in.” He smiled.

“I don’t think it’s for me, but thank you for taking the time to show me,” I
said, making my way two steps toward the front door.

“Don’t go so soon,” the estate agent said, stepping close to me. “There is a
way that it could be a bit cheaper.”

I stepped back.
“You know, I do you a favor, you do me a favor?” He placed a hand on my

shoulder, the moisture on his hand making it stick to my cotton sweater as he
moved it down to my chest.

I stepped farther back, falling into the kitchen counter. “What’s wrong? You
don’t want us to help each other out?” He smirked as I reached for the handle
and backed out of the front door. “My people, we like your people. We’re all
outsiders. First Brexit, then Blaxit.” He chuckled.

Disgust and anger had propelled me out of the �at, and to another viewing at
a tiny cottage in Mitcham that smelled of lavender. When I arrived, I wasn’t
shown around, but was instead sat on a sofa and interviewed by two women
who introduced themselves as Lizzie and Sarah without di�erentiating which



was which. They were in their late thirties, possibly a couple, and visibly realized
that they should have speci�ed a higher age bracket when advertising the room
as I walked in the door with my hair falling out of its bun, my coat hanging o�
my shoulders, and my open rucksack spilling various sanitary products onto
their beautiful wooden �oor.

“Are you clean?” was the �rst question one of them asked. “It’s very
important that you’re clean.”

“Do you make a lot of noise?” the other asked. “Sarah and I don’t like a lot of
sounds.”

“Do you have a lot of guests?” the one who I’d now deduced was Lizzie
checked. “We don’t like visitors.”

“Do you cook a lot?” Sarah asked me. “We don’t like a lot of  .  .  . fragrant
foods. The smell hangs in the fabrics.”

“Do you keep yourself to yourself?” Lizzie folded her arms. “Sarah and I very
much keep ourselves to ourselves.”

“Do you shave?” Sarah asked. “It’s just that we have a very delicate drainage
system that can’t really cope with thick hairs.” That question felt pretty personal.

“I just need a room because me and my boyfriend are on a break, and I’m
sorry to be dramatic, but if I have to look at another house I’ll honestly kill
myself!” I exploded, and they both jumped in their seats.

“Oh no, sorry to hear that,” Lizzie said quietly.
“How did you  .  .  . meet?” Sarah asked out of politeness, desperate to move

the conversation away from me potentially living with them.

•  •  •

“I’ve read that.”
“Huh?” I looked up at the stranger who had sat right next to me on Clapham

Common despite the unlimited grass that surrounded us. I was trying out this
whole “being outside in the summer” thing that people seemed to like so much,
and it was mainly �ne apart from the insects. I should have known that someone
would come along and spoil it.



“The Lost World.” With one hand, the stranger shielded his eyes from the
sun, and pointed at my book with the other. Even though they were partly
hidden, I could see how green they were. “I like it, as far as sequels go. Didn’t like
the �lm, though,” he said.

“It’s one of my favorite �lms,” I said, lifting my sunglasses and letting them
rest in my hair.

“Ha, sorry. I’m Tom,” the boy said, holding out his hand to shake.
“I don’t like touching strangers. Don’t take it personally, though. I don’t

really like touching anyone.” I put my book down on the grass. “I’m Queenie.”
“Is that a nickname? Or your actual name?”
“Yes. Is Tom yours?” I smiled at him.
“Yeah, fair point.” He laughed nervously. “Do you live round here?”
“No. But I like the common,” I told him. “I grew up not far from here.”
“Oh, cool. Were you born here?” Why was he asking so many questions? Was

he an immigration o�cer?
“.  .  . in the UK? Yes. I know that I’m black, but I wasn’t born in ‘nebulous

Africa.’ ”
He laughed. “You’re a funny one, aren’t you?”
“Funny weird or funny ha-ha?”
“Both,” he said. “Not that being funny weird is a bad thing.”
“No, I know. I think it’s my personal brand.” I smiled at the ground, �ddling

with the corner of my book. He was the �rst man I’d met who seemed not to
want to immediately push any weirdness out of me.

“I like your hair. It’s really long,” Tom said. I wasn’t used to being
approached by men who wanted to say nice things to me. It was very weird and
unfamiliar. But it was nice.

“Thanks. I bought it myself.” I �icked it over my shoulder and it whipped
him in the face accidentally. He ducked and laughed again. He had a nice laugh,
I noticed. There was nothing about it that made me think he was laughing at
me.

“Do you live around here?” I asked, panicking a bit as I felt myself soften.
“No, I work just over there.” He pointed into the distance. “I’m a Web

developer. Started a few months ago, but I’ve been working on this killer project



for days,” he said, lying back on the grass. “I’ve had too much co�ee and my eyes
were going a bit funny. My colleague told me to get some fresh air.”

“Web development, huh? Fancy,” I said, impressed. “Can I ask you a
question?”

“Sure, go for it.”
“Is that your job because you see the world in code, like in The Matrix?” I

asked sincerely.
“Ha, good question.” He laughed his nice laugh again. “No. Almost. I guess I

like it because it’s very logical. I like logic, I like rules.”
“Oh God, I don’t.”
“Ah, a rule breaker.” He raised his eyebrows. Like his laugh, they were nice

too. “So, what do you do, Queenie?”
“Nothing, yet,” I told him.
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“I’m going to change the world,” I said. “The world of reporting, anyway. I

graduated last year and have been doing absolutely nothing with my degree ever
since. I had an interview this morning at a newspaper, though. The Daily Read.
Can you believe that they interview people for an internship? All I’ll be getting is
lunch money and they asked me to give five examples of culture websites and
what makes them so successful. I had to do a PowerPoint and everything.” I was
talking so much.

“Ah, welcome to the world of free labor,” he said, standing up and taking his
phone out of his pocket. “Shit, I need to get back. They’ve found some sort of
bug.”

His leaving unexpectedly took me by surprise. “Bye, then,” I said defensively.
“Can I, er, have your number?” Tom asked, his voice breaking slightly. “It’d

be nice to talk to you again.”
“That’s very forward of you.” I raised an eyebrow.
“Like I said, I’m very logical. No point talking to a pretty girl if you aren’t

going to ask for her number.”
“Who, me?” I looked around.
“I’ll text you,” he said, handing the phone to me. I put my number in. “Hope

you get the internship! They’d be mad not to hire you.” I watched him walk



away, bouncing lightly with each step he took.

•  •  •

“Anyway, that’s basically how we met,” I said, taking a deep breath after giving
them a potted version of mine and Tom’s meet-cute.

“We’ll let you know tomorrow,” they said in unison.
On the way back to the �at I’d bought a twenty-pack of cigarettes, then sat on

the doorstep and smoked half of them before stepping back through the front
door. The next day, Lizzie and Sarah had rejected me. They thought they “were
going to go in a di�erent, older direction.”



chapter
THREE

I STARED IN the mirror after getting ready for the party, trying to summon the
courage just to leave the house. My new housemates weren’t in, so it wasn’t as
though I could �ake and use getting to know them as an excuse. I was wearing a
tight black dress, the �rst thing I could �nd at the top of the pile of unpacked
clothes. I turned sideways in the mirror and looked at my stomach. The bloating
and cramps were gone, �nally. Without thinking, I took a deep breath and
pushed it out to replicate a pregnant belly. I rubbed my stomach slowly. “What
are you doing?” I asked myself, angry with the re�ection I’d seen. I slammed out
of my bedroom and out of the house.

When I arrived at the party, I was greeted by Fran and James at the brushed-glass
door of the luxury apartment, who genuinely and unironically refer to
themselves as “couple goals.” “Queenie! You look amazing! Love your hair! It
looks great, what have you done to it?” Fran cooed as James clung onto her, his
arms around her waist. Had they both walked to the door like that? Surely it
wasn’t comfortable for either of them.

“Nothing, it’s the same as normal!” I fake-smiled.
“Well, it looks great,” James echoed his girlfriend.
“No Tom with you?” Fran asked, looking behind me.
“No. We, er—” I felt my throat tighten. “Can we not talk about it?” I asked,

handing them a bottle of wine.
After Fran and James untangled themselves from each other, one whipped

my coat o� and the other (hopefully unintentionally) ushered me into a corner



next to Sam, the only other black person here. He looked like my mum’s old
partner, Roy. Stocky, short, dark-skinned, and with a bald head that I think he
shaves so closely with a razor so as not to let any Afro hair come through, Sam
goes by Sambo. He turned to look at me, and the resemblance to Roy made my
stomach lurch. I nodded a hurried hello, and he looked back at me blankly, as
always.

When I once told him that if he wanted to stop people from calling him
Sambo, I’d back him up, and followed that by asking if he’d seen the �lm Get
Out, he �rmly told me that the nickname was “ironic.” He’d gone to boarding
school with James and was adopted by white parents, which I think you can tell
quite quickly by the way he publicly ridicules anything resembling black culture
and carries his mute blond girlfriend around like she’s some sort of symbolic rite
of whiteness.

He’s been introduced to me many times, and pretends not to know me every
time. It’s tedious. I always want to take him by the shoulders and shout: “Sam,
we’re the only two black people at these functions, just say hello, you don’t need
to be dismissive of me because your black family rejected you!” But it’s best to
keep a low pro�le when you always feel like you could be kicked out at any
minute if someone starts feeling a little “uncomfortable” in your presence.

I made my way to the bar that James has told me many times he installed in
his not-quite-a-bachelor pad the second he moved in. He’s told me about the bar
almost as much as he’s told me about the roof terrace, even though my
deliberately lackluster response to these �xtures surely didn’t do anything to
justify their cost. When I got there, I found Darcy, who was pouring herself a
glass of white wine. “You made it!” she said, getting a glass down from the shelf
for me. “Want one?”

I nodded quickly, taking her glass and downing the contents. “Ah, I see.
Yesterday was moving day,” she said. I nodded again. “Okay, well, let’s have a
drink to your break, shall we?”

“I’m not toasting to heartbreak!” I sighed.
“No, we aren’t toasting to heartbreak,” Darcy told me, �lling her glass and

then mine, “we’re toasting to the fact that you’re both having a little time-out,
after which your relationship will be better than before.”



“Okay. I’ll cheers to that.” I clinked my glass to hers and downed my drink
again.

“Besides, Tom wasn’t great at parties anyway!” Darcy reminded me. “He’d
always just pull you into a corner and talk to you about his job. You’ll have more
fun without him here.”

“But at least I had an ally,” I whispered as she pulled me across the room.
“Plus, he always made me feel safe from him.” We walked past Sambo, who
looked at me with disdain. I shivered the way that I used to when Roy looked at
me that way.

There was more alcohol than I’d ever seen at this party, and while making sure
that I was drowning any sorrow that I might currently or ever have had, Darcy
and Fran, once Darcy had �lled her in on the break, thought it would be fun to
rally some of their school friends around me in order to create the best OkCupid
pro�le a team of six could construct now that I was temporarily without a
partner.

“I don’t want to do this,” I said as Fran took my phone from me.
“But it’ll be fun!” she said. I was too tipsy to protest. “Okay, so, I think that

you should accentuate your features, hon? Like your voluptuous �gure?” Fran
pushed me against a white wall. “And maybe, like, pout your lips? God, babe,
you’re so lucky your lips are just like that.” She stared at my mouth in wonder.

I stood against the wall and folded my arms awkwardly. “I’m not really good
at the pouty stu�,” I said. “How about I just smile?”

“Okay, well, why don’t you just give, like, a sass face?” another girl suggested.
“Mmm, I don’t think so. I reckon I’ll just look pissed o�, and guys don’t

seem to go for that angry black girl thing.”
The girls carried on pulling me this way and that, when a boy who’d been

pointed out to me earlier as James’s only single colleague, came over and told me
that it wasn’t necessary. He introduced himself as Rich and handed me a glass of
something that, after drinking it in three hungry gulps, I deduced was a lot of
spirit and a little bit of mixer.

Quite a bold thing to say, and he was tall, which made me feel petite, I
thought woozily. Something that doesn’t happen very often, given that I am the



average height for a woman in the United Kingdom but, unlike all of my friends,
a size fourteen.

“Why isn’t it necessary?” I asked, looking up and blinking about a million
times in an attempt to be doe-eyed, because I’d read that boys like that sort of
thing in a teen-girl magazine when I was about �fteen.

“Why do you need to go on a dating app when I’m here?” he said, smiling.
“Do you like playing games? I don’t.” I took a swig of wine that �nished me o�.
I was drunker than I’d ever been.

“Sorry, what did you say?” I asked him, my eyes blurring.

•  •  •

“What did you say?” I asked Tom’s uncle, trying very hard to register what had
just come out of his mouth. I could feel my face getting hot.

“You’re not going to take that seriously, are you?” Stephen barked his reply.
“Come on, don’t be so politically correct, you silly girl.” He twirled the Clue
cards around in his hand before smacking them down on the table. “We’re
having fun!”

I looked at Tom, who avoided my gaze and looked at his brother awkwardly.
“Tom?” I asked him sharply. “Don’t look at Adam, look at me!”

“Queenie, leave it,” Tom �nally said quietly.
“Leave it?” I asked, looking around the room, waiting for anyone to defend

me. “Did you hear what your uncle just said?”
“He was joking, Queenie, don’t get worked up!” Adam sco�ed. “And the

character is actually black, so—”
“Am I in some alternative universe?” I asked, standing up. “Your uncle just

said, ‘Was it the nigger in the pantry?’ and you’ve got nothing to say?” I pleaded
with Tom. “I’ll go, if you’re going to pretend I’m not here.”

I charged out of the living room and fell straight into Viv, who was leaving
the kitchen with her birthday cake, a beautifully decorated thing that she’d
explained to me earlier that day had been made by her ninety-�ve-year-old great-
aunt “despite the unyielding arthritis.” We both watched it slip out of her hands
and land on the �oor at our feet with a loud splat, the iced “60” still intact.



“Look what you’ve done!” Tom said, appearing behind me.
“What’s going on?” Viv asked, confused, agitated. She looked at Tom and

me, then to the mess on the �oor.
“Ask your son!” I said, stepping over the cake and walking toward the front

door.
“Don’t fucking walk out,” Tom groaned. “Why have you always got to take

this stu� so seriously?”
I looked at Tom, saying nothing as I pulled my sneakers on.
“The silent treatment has started already?” Tom put his hands to his temples.

“Fucking hell, Queenie.”
I stepped out the door and slammed it behind me, then walked down the

front path and onto the silent suburban street. I looked behind to see if Tom had
followed me, but the front door stayed closed. I carried on walking until I
eventually got to a smelly bus shelter and perched cautiously on the bench
inside, making sure not to sit on the wet patch at one end or the brown patch at
the other. I didn’t have my phone and I’d given up smoking ages ago, so had no
way to occupy my hands. I was forced to sit with my own thoughts until I
calmed down. Why would Tom never stand up for me? What would happen in
ten years’ time when his uncle was saying that word, making racist jokes to our
children? Would he defend them, or would they have to grow up being attacked
by their own family? I wished there was some sort of interracial dating
handbook to consult when these things happened.

I stayed sitting in the shelter until it got dark and I got frightened. I’m not
used to this provincial silence, I need sirens and noise from passing cars to make
me feel safe. “I should have handled it better,” I ended up telling myself. “His
uncle is an idiot and a bigot, but he didn’t mean it,” I repeated over and over.
Maybe it was better for me to su�er these things in silence. Buses came and went,
passengers and passersby alike looking at me more cautiously the closer to
nighttime it got. I stood up to walk back to the house, the late autumn air
making me shiver gently.

“Queenie.” I peered into the darkness. Tom.
“This is where you are. It smells awful in here,” he said, before taking a deep

breath. “Sorry I got angry earlier on.” I kept my mouth shut. “But you can’t



keep doing this, Queenie,” he said, disappointed. “I know that in your family
everyone is loud and you solve problems by shouting about them, but my family
is di�erent!” He looked at me as if searching for an apology. “This keeps
happening, and I don’t know what to do, I can’t protect you when it’s my family
you think you need protecting from.” Tom ran his hands through his hair
dramatically, and I rolled my eyes. “You know what my uncle is like, he’s from a
generation where they said the n-word quite a lot.” I looked at him and blinked
slowly. By now he knew that this meant: “If you think I feel sorry for you, you’re
wrong.” “Not that I’m excusing it,” he said quickly, “but come on, you can’t
ruin my mum’s birthday because of it.”

Silence. “Here you go,” he conceded eventually, handing me my coat and
rucksack. “All your stu� is in there.”

“Thanks.” I felt myself soften at this act of kindness. Plus, easy to forgive
someone bringing you a coat when you’re freezing cold. “You didn’t need to do
that,” I said quietly, reaching out for my things. I put my coat on and moved
into Tom.

“No,” he said, stepping back.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Let’s forget it. I needed a bit of space, but I’ve

calmed down now. I should apologize to your mum. I feel so bad, that cake was
so nice, and the sentimental valu—”

“You should go home,” Tom said �rmly, cutting me o� mid-ramble. “You
ruined my mum’s birthday, Queenie. She’s been wiping bits of cream o� the
walls since you slammed out. I don’t want any more drama.”

I felt the anger that had dissipated in the bus shelter rise again. “Me? Drama?
Me?” I spluttered.

“You can get the bus from here to the station, the next train is in an hour,”
Tom said, looking over my head. “I’m going to stay with my family for a few
more days.”

“So I’m just meant to go back to the �at alone?” I asked. “You know I can’t
sleep anywhere by myself!”

“It’s constant, with you. It’s too much,” Tom said, his voice cracking. “You’re
too much, Queenie.”

I opened my mouth to speak but closed it again.



“Hope you get home okay,” he said, turning to walk away.
“Do you know what?” I shouted behind him. He stopped walking. “I hope

your next girlfriend is white, Tom. That way she won’t be too fucking much for
you.”

He stood still for a second before continuing on, disappearing into the
darkness.

•  •  •

“I’m just going to go to the bathroom,” I said, slipping away from Rich and into
James’s bedroom, where I sat on the bed to have a minute for myself.

I was about to leave when I heard footsteps outside the door. I went to it,
opened it slightly, and saw Fran at the end of the corridor trying with clumsy
hands to open the front door. James ran past me peeking out of his room and
stopped next to her. “Fran, for fuck’s sake, stop running o�!” he hissed. Were my
drunk ears and eyes deceiving me? What could “couple goals” be arguing about?

“It’s okay, you go back in there and carry on chatting to her,” Fran shot back,
her unnaturally high-pitched voice piercing the air. “Why did you invite her?
Who invites their ex, the ex they know is still in love with them, to the fucking
party they throw with their girlfriend?”

I knelt on the �oor by the door and leaned against a pile of waxed jackets to
get comfortable. It’s not often that you see the perfect pair disintegrate before
your eyes.

“Oh, come on, she’s got a boyfriend, Fran,” I could hear James plead.
“Does she? Nobody has met him, James. And she can’t take her eyes o� of

you. And—and I know that you’ve been checking her Facebook, even though
you hang out with her once every two weeks!” Somehow her voice was getting
even higher.

“Just calm down.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down! I can’t keep doing this, James. It’s not just you

and Evie. It’s me working a full-time job and coming here to iron your shirts and
cook your dinner and then you coming home late or not at all! Yet you still
won’t let me move in! It’s the lads’ nights taking precedence over our nights, or



your nights with Evie that you think I don’t know about. How could I not? She
Instagrams every aspect of her day, and trust me, you get the most �attering
�lters! Three years we’ve been together, no sign of marriage, all signs of you
wanting to have me around but not commit. I can’t do this.” She might take o�
at this point; she was doing a good job of sounding like she’d inhaled helium, at
the very least.

“Oh, Fran, come on,” James snorted. “I think you’ve had a bit too much to
drink.”

I locked eyes with Fran as she suddenly came toward James’s room and
pushed the bedroom door open.

“Sorry, I was just looking for my—” Fran stepped over me and I got up o�
my knees.

“I’m going home,” Fran squeaked. “Night, Queenie. Sorry about Tom, by
the way.” She grabbed her bag from James’s desk and breezed past �rst me, then
James, and slammed out the front door. I slipped past James as I walked back
into the living room.

“It’ll be all right, mate,” I said, patting him on the arm.

I tried to get back into the party but could think about nothing but Tom. We’d
hurt each other, but that’s what couples did, right, they wound each other up.
Look at Fran and James! I got my phone out of my pocket and tried to call Tom.
No answer. I called again, nothing. Twice more. Nothing. I sat on the sofa as
everyone chatted and danced around me. The phone buzzed in my hand.

Tom

Clean break, Queenie

I read Tom’s text through blurring eyes. I missed him so much that my chest
started to ache. Did he not miss me? How could he just ignore my calls? I snuck
away and stood outside the house, about to order an Uber. The cold air sobered
me. “Shall we?” An arm wrapped around my waist as Rich slotted himself into
me presumptuously. I didn’t want to go back to my new house alone, but as I



looked into the unkind eyes of Rich and remembered how I felt when I �rst
locked eyes with Tom, I knew that I didn’t want to go home with him. I got my
phone out to call Tom again. He still wouldn’t pick up. What would make me
feel better? I thought. Nothing. What would make me feel happy? I asked myself.
Tom was the answer. But if Tom wasn’t answering, what would distract me until
he did?

Queenie

Adi, can you meet me outside some luxury
apartments in Fulham? We can go for that
drive you’re always on about

I tried my luck. It was two in the morning. I’d give him �ve minutes and then
I’d get an Uber.

Adi

You serious?

He replied before I could put my phone in my coat pocket.

Queenie

Sure. Why not?

Adi

For real? You’re not tricking man?

Queenie

I’m about to change my mind, I’m cold

Adi

Okay okay, what about your white boy, is
he there? He can watch me at work, innit,
man will show him how it’s done



Queenie

We’re on a break

Adi

For real?

Adi

LOL

Adi

No such thing as a break

Queenie

Are you coming or not?

Adi

Queenie, if I’m gonna hit it, man needs to
come into the yard. A bum like yours
needs room for maneuver, you get me? No
space in a car for you, TRUST me

Queenie

Just moved house, everything is in boxes.
No bed. Also so much of that is offensive

Adi

Alrite, alrite, don’t start. I’ll come get you.
Text me the address

Twenty minutes later I was back in the passenger seat of Adi’s �ash black
BMW, the seat reclined completely backward because “these ends are hot and I
don’t want anyone to see that I’m driving some girl who isn’t my missus.”



I lay back, the nasality of Drake’s voice making me vibrate on my makeshift
bed. “Where are we going?” I asked in the absence of being able to see for myself.
The adrenaline that was �ooding my system had canceled out any trace of
alcohol.

“Don’t worry, innit, just relax,” Adi said, digging a hand into my thigh and
�ashing me a smile that was, genuinely, somewhere on the way to charming. I
dissociated by thinking about how his teeth were so white. He must put a lot of
money into keeping them that way; I know how much he smokes.

As Adi drove, unease started to rise in me. What was I about to do? Was sex
okay, given the whole gynecological situation? I wished the doctor had given me
just a little more information. The car slowed down. “Can I sit up now?” I
asked, sitting up anyway. “I’m starting to feel queasy.”

I looked around as Adi parked. When he turned the headlights o� and my
eyes had adjusted to the dark, I saw that we were in some sort of warehouse
parking lot.

“Do you come here often?” I asked, to no response. Adi didn’t think I was
very funny.

“I want you to take your thong o�, innit,” he said, wasting no time. I pulled
my dress up and put my thumbs in the sides of my knickers, ready to pull them
down.

“Why are you wearing full knickers? I like my girls in thongs.”
“You can just drive me back home if you want,” I suggested, pulling my dress

back down.
“Nah, don’t be so hasty! Man was just saying, innit.” I pulled my knickers o�

and, in trying to be sexy, got them tangled at my ankles before I put them in the
glove box.

“All right, so now I want you to just turn round and face the back,” Adi told
me.

“What, like in the back of the car?” I asked, obviously not understanding the
request.

“Nah, just turn in the passenger seat and pull your dress up so I can look at
your bottom.”

“What? Why?” I still wasn’t getting what he was asking.



“ ’Cause I love black girls’ bums, innit, Queenie. Das why. My wife, yeah, she’s
got a pretty face but she’s skinny. No bum.”

He maneuvered me into the position he wanted, and I did as I was told
because, frankly, it was easier to just do than to think. If I thought about what I
was doing, I’d have to think about why I was doing it, and I wasn’t prepared for
that at this moment. “Can you turn the heating up?” I asked. “It’s a bit chilly.”

“Shhhh,” Adi whispered, smacking my bottom once. I winced as I stared out
the back window, trying to direct my attention to something completely
removed from the car. I focused on a streetlight in the distance.

He smacked my bottom again. “You like that, yeah?” I glanced at Adi, and he
�ashed the charming smile again. I looked at the streetlight.

“Yep,” I said.
“Nice, nice.” He smacked me again and this time kissed the area. It stung as

his facial hair grazed the skin.
“Do you want to see my tings? I’m hard.” Adi gestured to his crotch.
“Your . . . ?”
“My tings, my dick, innit.” He smiled.
“No, I know what you mean when you say your ‘tings,’ but why are you

asking? I assumed that at some point in the evening I would see everything, you
don’t need to ask.” I laughed.

“You’ve always got to make man feel dumb, innit? I didn’t go uni and I don’t
talk all posh like you, but I’m not a idiot,” Adi grumbled.

“No, no, I’m not, sorry, go on,” I encouraged him. “I didn’t mean to. Please,
Adi. Let me see your ‘tings.’ ”

“All right.” He smiled, his angry pride retreating. “That’s more like it.”
His hands shook as he unzipped his jeans and pulled them, along with his

long johns, down. It was cold, but not cold enough for so many layers. When he
got himself naked from the waist down, he, very proudly, presented me with his
“tings.” Circumcised. Along with having sex with men in cars, another �rst for
me.

“What do you think?” Adi asked, �ashing a nervous grin.
“Of your penis?” I asked politely.
“Yeah, of my tings, innit.” He shrugged.



“Nice?” I asked. What was the right answer here?
“Is it big, though?” Adi questioned, almost agitated that I wasn’t showering

his manhood with praise.
“Why does that matter? That shouldn’t matter,” I said.
“So what you saying, that it’s small?!”
My eyes must spend at least 50 percent of any given day rolled to the back of

my head. “No, Adi. It’s huge. The hugest I have ever seen in my little life. How
will it �t?” I said �atly.

“Yeah, that’s it, that’s what I’m talking about.” Adi bounced in his seat
excitedly. “Do you want to touch it?”

I placed my hand around it and, as I started to move my hand rhythmically,
was struck by how odd a dick feels when it’s exactly that: an anatomical penis
from a science book, and not the familiar and less hostile penis of the person that
you love.

•  •  •

“Queenie, wake up!”
“I’m up!” I said. “I’m up. What’s going on? Where am I?”
Light from Tom’s lamp �lled the room. “You’re okay. We’re at mine,” he said,

stroking my arm. “I think you were having a nightmare.”
“Oh God, I’m so sorry,” I groaned, and turned away from him, embarrassed.
“I thought the house was being robbed, you landed a punch right on my jaw

and started shouting at me.”
“What was I saying?” I asked quickly, looking at him. What had I revealed?
“Nothing I could work out,” Tom said, touching his jaw tenderly. Relief

�lled me.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “I meant to warn you, but we must

have fallen straight to sleep.”
“You fell straight to sleep, you were hammered.” Tom handed me a glass of

water.
I sat up and downed it. “I should have warned you I was a cheap date too.”
“Two glasses of wine,” he said. “Two.”



“I hadn’t eaten!” I said, handing the glass back.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” Tom asked, wrapping his arms around me

and covering us with the duvet in one move.
“Are you? Sorry for the punch.” I wriggled around so that we faced each

other.
Tom shrugged. “Nothing I don’t deserve.”
“I can’t guarantee that it won’t happen again,” I said quietly. “It’s a ‘thing.’ ”
“That’s all right. Everyone’s got a thing,” Tom said, kissing my forehead.
“Yeah, but my thing could have knocked you out.”
“I think you’re overestimating your strength, Queenie.” Tom laughed.
“Maybe I can kiss it better?” I kissed Tom softly on the jaw.
“That feels better,” he said.
“Okay, I’ll stop,” I said, closing my eyes.
“No, no, it’s actually really hurting again, I think you need to keep doing

that.” Tom stuck his jaw out.
I went to kiss his jaw again and he moved so that our mouths connected. As

we kissed, he moved again so that he was on top of me.
“Hold on, Tom, you’re leaning on my hair,” I said, trying to pull my head

free.
“Shit, sorry!” Tom said, lifting his arm. “Are you okay?”
I nodded and smiled up at him. We kissed again, me enjoying his weight on

top of me. I felt safe underneath him.
“How easily do these things come out?” Tom stopped to ask, lifting a

handful of my twists from the pillow.
“They’re not going to fall out!” I laughed. “But I don’t know how wet I’m

going to get with a headache.”
“Okay. Maybe you should tie it up.” Tom lay back and watched as I stood up

and ran over to my rucksack. I reached inside for a hairband and ran back over to
the bed, climbing under the covers.

“Could you not just stare at me like that, please? This is the �rst time you’ve
seen me naked, and I’m going to worry that you’re looking at all of my bad bits,”
I said, turning away from him.

“What? You don’t have any bad bits.” Tom sat up and kissed my shoulder.



“I am made up of bad bits, actually,” I told him as I wrapped my hair in a bun
and tied it on top of my head. “I’m actually one whole bad bit.”

“Nonsense.” He laughed, pulling me on top of him. I could feel his erection
through his boxers. “I’ve been observing closely. There’s nothing bad about
you.”

“Oh! Who’s this?” I asked, moving my hand down.
“I could make a joke about naming my penis, but now isn’t really the time, is

it?” Tom asked.
“Tom,” I said. “There is honestly never a time for that.”

•  •  •

“I call him ‘the destroyer,’ ” Adi said con�dently. “And the destroyer wants to be
inside that mouth.” He winked.

“Sorry, no.” I’m very particular about that sort of thing. Interestingly, my gag
re�ex is �ne, it’s more the sexual power play that I think about.

“Ah, come on, I beg you, suck it,” Adi said, frowning.
“It’s not going to happen, I’m afraid,” I said.
“Will you kiss it, then?”
“Will I kiss your penis? No, I won’t.” I only wanted a bit of sex to tide me

over, not all of this back and forth.
“Just a peck, I beg you.” Adi pouted.
“. . . I don’t know what to tell you, sorry.”
“Just lick it one time.” He shrugged.
“Nope.”
“All right, spit on it, then,” Adi suggested.
“I just feel like, the more you ask me these things, the more you’re going to

get annoyed. So I would stop here.”
“All right, all right, jeez. You black girls are so up yourselves, innit.” Adi

sighed. “If I’m not getting my dick sucked, shall we move to the back?”
Was that the automotive alternative to moving to the bedroom? Wanting to

get things over and done with, I squeezed myself between the driver and
passenger seat with no grace and pulled my dress over my head.



Adi joined me and beckoned me onto his lap. He grunted with satisfaction as
I lowered myself onto him and pressed my chest against his, resting my chin on
his shoulder.

I didn’t want to kiss him. That would be too intimate. I moved up and down
rhythmically, slowly, measured, listening to Adi’s moans. I kept the streetlight in
my sights the whole time. I’m not sure that I blinked once.

“Have you ever had sex in a car before?” I stuck my head out the door of the
neon-lit sta� kitchen before I said anything else.

“What?” Darcy asked. I rinsed my Daily Read branded mug under the
boiling water tap and threw a tea bag into it.

“A car,” I repeated, opening the ten-foot-tall chrome high-tech fridge and
taking the milk out.

“No. Have you?” Darcy took the milk from me and poured it into her mug,
directly onto the tea bag. As always, I turned my nose up at her technique.

“After the party,” I said, shame �ooding my body.
“With the Uber driver?” Darcy asked, slamming her mug onto the counter.

“Queenie!”
“What?” I snorted. “No? Obviously not?”
We quickly �nished making our tea and scuttled into the meeting room next

door. All of the rooms in the building had glass walls, so we laid out some pens
and papers and a rogue iPad so it looked like we were talking about work. “Not
with my Uber driver, with Adi,” I told her, watching people moving around the
street below.

“Are you serious? That sleazy guy who’s always asking about the size of your
bum?” Darcy asked, mouth agape.

“I know, but I was just feeling so lonely and shit after that party, so I sent him
a text not really thinking that he’d respond, but he did, and now I feel so bad,” I
said quietly.

“Because of Tom?” she asked. “Well, you are on a break, so what you do in
this period doesn’t matter.”



“Partly because of that, but mainly because it’s not me! I don’t do this sort of
thing!” I yelped.

“Well, look. You’re going through something confusing, so you’re allowed to
do some out-of-character stu�,” Darcy reassured me. “And you know I would
never judge you, but . . . I hope you were at least careful.”

“We were careful,” I lied. I opened my mouth to speak again, knowing that I
should probably tell her about the miscarriage. “No sleazy babies on the way.”

A day of very minimal work passed, and I stayed late to avoid going back to the
house I still wasn’t anywhere near settled into. On the bus home, after a day
dodging waves of guilt after my auto encounter and of not doing any work at all,
I stared at mine and Tom’s message chain, willing him to reply. Nothing since
his “clean break” reinforcement on Saturday night. My phone buzzed in my
hand, but after checking my texts and WhatsApp and e-mail, I couldn’t �gure
out why. I scrolled across screens and saw an app with a heart icon, a red
noti�cation dot in the right-hand corner. It was the OkCupid app that the party
girls had installed on my phone. I took a deep breath and opened it up
cautiously, having no idea what it would contain.

“Nice pics. How big would your tits be in my hands?” From This_Guy_Fucks.

Is this how it’s going to go? I am a young woman with a good job and fairly
nice pictures, and the �rst message is about my breasts?

“I like the one of you laughing. What else does that mouth do?”

And the second message is about my mouth, fantastic.

“Chocolate girl ;)”

Oh, and some classic fetishizing. This is a really, really good start.

“Nice curves, I like bigger girls. Some of my favorite porn is BBW.”

Do women respond to that positively? I wonder.



“I want to go out with you, chocolate girl. How about it.”

Another chocolate reference, this time from “Sexy69,” whose age range of
preference was a very discerning eighteen to ninety-nine.

When I got back to the house, I skimmed the OkCupid messages again. Was
this what my life without Tom could be? Men in their droves calling me
confectionary? Even with his neuroses and his love of logic and his racist family,
at least I knew where I was with him. At least he cared about me, and at least I
didn’t have to delete all of this thinly veiled sexual harassment. What could I do
to get Tom to love me again? Was time really all we needed? With a big, heavy
groan, I got ready for bed. I had to go to the hospital in the morning to make
sure everything had “passed smoothly.” I wished I could tell someone about it;
but, as with other parts of my life I’d rather bury, better to just keep it moving.

The hospital was �ne. Apparently all of the “fetal tissue has gone, lovely,” but
because some of the pain had come back after I had sex with Adi, I needed
antibiotics to ward o� potential infection. The sex wasn’t even worth it. Should
I tell Tom about any of this? Not the stu� about Adi. I guess he should know
about the rest, because it’s part of him? Is that too romantic a thought? Anyway,
surely clean-break rules don’t apply when you add a miscarriage to the equation.
I sent him a text on the way back to the o�ce.

Hello, Tom. Could you give me a call?
I went back to work clutching the new round of antibiotics, and for the rest

of the day was a mix of 50 percent public smiling and 50 percent talking to
myself, listing reasons why Tom should know that I’d had a miscarriage. Tweed
Glasses saw me pacing in the smoking area and walked past, paused in front of
me as if to say something, but then carried on walking. Maybe he was going to
have a go about me stepping on his shoes a few weeks ago; they did look really
fancy.

I’d put my phone in my desk drawer in an attempt to get even the simplest of
tasks done, and when I got it out four hours later, nothing from Tom. That
answers my question. He doesn’t deserve to know about the miscarriage, I thought
angrily. Still not able to focus on any work, but feeling less shame about Adi, I



checked OkCupid. I’d �lled in my pro�le and added some things about myself in
the About Me section that might remind men that I was a person as well as
someone they could have sex with. Turns out the sadness that silence from the
person you love brings can be temporarily erased by the dull thrill of attention
from strangers.

“Good profile. How’s it going? Just putting it out there but I know exactly how to handle a girl with a
body like yours. I might not be black, but trust me, you wouldn’t know it from my dick.”

. . . albeit mainly negative.



chapter
FOUR

I SENT A text to Kyazike. The �rst friend I made on the �rst day of our
secondary school when we found each other amongst a sea of white faces. We all
had name tags and she blew my tiny westernized mind when she told me that her
name was pronounced chess-keh. She continues to blow my mind.

Queenie

Kyazike, what are you up to?

Kyazike

Nothing. Just chilling. U?

Queenie

Just sitting in bed, being sad

Kyazike

Come thru

I was on my way there when my phone started to buzz with requests. She
hadn’t changed since school.

Kyazike

Can you bring me a Coke



Kyazike

And a packet of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, it’s
cheat day

Kyazike

A Twix

Kyazike

NOT Coke, changed my mind. A Sprite

I walked through Kyazike’s housing estate and arrived at her block, a high-rise
within a cluster of buildings like it, blue plastic bag in hand. When I stepped
into the elevator, I stood as close as I could to its stained mirror and pulled at the
bags under my eyes. When had they got here? When I got to the eighteenth �oor
and outside Kyazike’s front door, I knocked and waited. Rapped it again.
Nothing.

I put my hand through the iron security grille that covered the entrance and
knocked three times. Kyazike wrenched the front door open so quickly a blast of
food-scented air blew my hair from my face.

“Why you banging the door like police, fam?” I rolled my eyes as she
unlocked the grille and stepped back as she swung it open.

“What’s good?” she asked, hugging me. I think I held on a bit too long. “Ah,
fam. You struggling?”

“The struggle is very real, as my cousin Diana says.” I took my shoes o� and
crept into the living room. “Have I said it right?” I heard Kyazike laugh from the
door as she closed the grille.

“Why you creeping? My mum’s not here, she’s on nights this week.” Kyazike
carried on laughing as she followed me.

“Force of habit. How is she?” I carried on creeping into the turquoise living
room and lay facedown on the cream leather sofa, burying my face into similarly
colored cushions that were covered in smears of dark-brown foundation.

“Tired, fam. They’ve got her working nights in the nursing home in
Camberwell, then she has to go straight to her day job at the Maudsley.”



“And when exactly does she sleep?” I turned my head to look at her and was
faced with a television that �lled the whole wall across from me.

“She gets to nap, I think, when the old people are sleeping, but, like, she
doesn’t actually sleep sleep, if you get me. ’Cause she’s on call. But she’s been
doing this for years, so she’s used to it. How’s your—” Kyazike hesitated.

“How’s what?” I asked.
“Sorry. I was about to ask how your mum was.”
“I’m sure she’s �ne. Probably still trying to grow a spine,” I growled, my

mood plummeting fast.
“Is she, er .  .  . she still in that hostel?” The only time Kyazike went into any

conversation with trepidation was when she asked about my mum.
“I don’t know,” I told her �rmly, wanting to shut the conversation down.

“Last thing I heard was whisperings about a court case.”
“Mad ting. Anyway, let me tell you about this date I went on,” Kyazike said,

desperate to lift the mood. “Have you got the stu�?”
“When you say ‘stu�,’ do you mean the snacks?” I said, chucking the bag

over to her. “I’m not your dealer.”
Kyazike reached in for the Cheetos and started munching on them. “Fam, let

me tell you. I was at work the other day, and—oh! I beg you, do me a favor.” She
jumped up and left the room. I picked up the remote and turned on the sixty-
inch TV. The brightness nearly blew my eyes out.

“New TV big enough?” I called out.
Kyazike walked back into the living room. “It’s not like we’re gonna be able

to buy a house in London, is it? We’re in this council �at for life, fam. You think
my mum can get a mortgage? And African family rules say I’m not leaving until
I’ve got a mortgage, and we all know that ain’t happening. Might as well spend
our money on things that will make us happy.”

“Yeah, or things that will make you blind,” I said. “It’s as big as the room.”
“I beg you take my weave out?” Kyazike handed me a razor blade. “It’s long

overdue, and my hairdresser will charge me just to unpick the string.”
“Have you got any Blu Tack?” I asked, holding the blade carefully between

the nails on my thumb and fore�nger.
“What for?” she asked, confused.



“If I squash the blade in some Blu Tack, it won’t slice my �ngers when I hold
it,” I said knowingly. “I’ve learned from my mistakes. I’m evolving.”

Kyazike went over to a shelving unit and lifted the Ugandan �ag that hid
various compartments holding various things. She rummaged around.

“There you go.” She threw a packet at me and sat on the laminate �oor
between my legs. I got to work on the weave as Kyazike �icked through music
channels and settled on MTV Base, our historic favorite.

“Right, so listen, yeah.” As the most beautiful person I’ve ever laid eyes on,
and with a consumer-facing job, Kyazike gets asked out on a daily basis. More
frequently than daily. By the hour. Her dark skin is the richest, softest I’ve ever
felt; her dark, sharp eyes are framed by fake eyelashes that enhance their shape;
and the rest of her features, so well-de�ned and delicate, make her look like she
has royal ancestry.

Her relaxed hair has been short since secondary school, but these days she
prefers to buy a “sixteen-, eighteen-, or twenty-inch Brazilian weave at £350 a
pop.” She, and the men who frequently slide into her DMs, describe her body as
“thicc”; ultimately, she is a black girl body goals. Long, delicate, slim arms and
legs, a tiny waist, big, �rm breasts that sit high on her chest, and a �rm, round
bum that doesn’t jiggle like mine when she walks. “It’s that gym life, Queenie,”
she said every time she caught me comparing my heavy limbs and soft stomach
silently. “You can tone up. Anyway, body ain’t everything.”

“So I must have been serving some any woman who’s counting out her
pennies, and I look in the queue behind her and the bu�est guy ever is standing
there waiting,” Kyazike started energetically. “I’m trying to get this woman to
hurry up in case he goes to Sandra next to me, but she’s taking tiiiime so I tell
her that my computer has frozen and she needs to go to the next window.” She
paused to chomp on her Cheetos.

“So anyway, the guy comes to my bay. He’s so bu�, he’s light-skin, he’s got
these hazel eyes, and his hair? Waves, fam, like the ocean. The eye contact is strong
and he’s biting his lip when he’s chatting to me, so I know he’s feeling me. But
then I check his accounts: minus four hundred pounds in his current, six grand
in debt on his credit card. Queenie, I just bid him a good day and let him pass—”



I stopped hacking at the thick string holding the weave in place. “But this
could have been ‘the one,’ Kyazike. What if you fell in love? You could have
�nancially guided hi—”

“Financially guided who? Excuse me, Queenie, I cannot be with someone in
that much debt. I have a lifestyle that needs sustaining. My Mr. Right cannot
have minus money.”

“All right, all right, sorry.” I carried on trying with my task, putting the razor
blade down and trying to disentangle the string with my �ngers.

“So. Behind him is some small guy. Looks Ghanaian. He’s aight.” Kyazike
shrugged. It didn’t matter that I was looking at the back of her head; her body
language was as expressive as her face. “Not as bu� as my man before him, but
still, he’s passable. Anyway, I check his account, and my man has cash money. I’m
talking six �gures, fam. No credit cards, no minuses in sight. So we chat, and he
slips me his card, tells me to call him. I look at it, he’s called Sean, I see that he
works in �nance, cool, but told him that I don’t call guys, they call me. You know
what I’m saying?” I would never have the self-esteem to know what she was
saying.

“I wrote my number on the back of his card and handed it to him. That
night, he calls me, telling me he’s going to take me out, treat me like a princess,
telling me how he knows what a girl like me deserves, and how he’s going to give
it to me, all that. So I’m like, aight, cool—can you pass me a cushion?”

I passed Kyazike a cushion and waited as she slid it under her bum. “So we
arrange to go out on Sunday just gone. Are you still with me?”

“Yep. Just got to concentrate on this bit, it’s a bit tricksy,” I said, peering into
the maze of canerows, black string, and weave.

“Don’t cut my hair, you know. I don’t have much after the relaxer’s burned it
out,” Kyazike warned me. “Okay, so, before the date, I text Sean and I ask him
where we’re going,” she continued. “He tells me it’s a surprise, so I’m like, okay,
�ne, but I need to know so that I’m properly dressed, innit. He still doesn’t tell
me, so I think, okay, it must be a surprise. He must want to take me somewhere
fancy. He tells me he’s coming at four, so I get in the bath at one, I soak myself in
oils and that so I’m smelling all nice, I straighten my hair, give it a little twist at
the ends with the curlers, and listen, my makeup is on point, Queenie. Now,



remember, this guy has money, so I slip into my black Balmain dress and I wear
the Louboutin thigh-high boots. I’m not ramping with him, you know.”

She paused to eat some more Cheetos. “So I’m sat there ready and waiting at
four, where is he, please? Not here. I’m giving him five more minutes until I go
and take my makeup o�. He turns up at three minutes past. Wasting my time.”
Kyazike kissed her teeth. “He texts me to say he’s in the car waiting outside.
Lemme just go wee.” Kyazike stood up, putting all of her weight on my thighs as
she did. She stretched her legs, and hobbled to the bathroom.

I splayed my �ngers and winced as the joints clicked. Kyazike returned and
nestled between my knees again. “So, where was I?” She opened her Twix with
elegant �ngers tipped with white acrylic nails and took a bite.

“I get downstairs, and when I open the door and spot his BMW, I just stand
for a couple minutes so he can take in how amazing I’m looking.” She paused
for me to really take in how amazing she might have looked. “Sean gets out the
car and I clock that he’s just in a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. From then I’m vex.
He opens the door for me, and I slide in. When he gets in the driver side, I cross
my left leg to make sure he can see the red sole. He sees. He tells me I look ‘nice,’
and he starts driving. Remember I told you he wouldn’t tell me where this date
was? Well. When he gets to the turning, I’m expecting he’s going to buss a left,
toward West End. So let me know why this man is going right, please?” Kyazike
asked, her head turning to ask an imaginary audience. “But look, I don’t say
anything, I just bite my lip and I keep quiet. I thought, okay, maybe he has a
surprise for me, and I don’t want to spoil it. Queenie, the next thing I knew, we
were parking in Crystal Palace, fam! And no o�ense to Crystal Palace, but is my
out�t a Crystal Palace out�t? No. So he gets out and starts walking, and from
then I’m not saying anything to him, I’m vex. We get to some Thai restaurant
and he stops and I just stand there and look at him because I can’t believe this is
where he’s taken me,” Kyazike said in disbelief. “Listen, Queenie. I’m not saying
that I’m too good for Thai, but this is where you come on a Friday night when
you’ve been in a relationship for two-plus years, not where you take someone on
a �rst date. But I just thought to myself, let’s see what this guy is about. So we
walk in. The lady come over and asks if we’ve made a reservation. Hear Sean:
‘Table for two under the name Kyazike, please.’ I’m sorry? Is that even legal?



How can you be booking to take me on a date and you’re telling the people my
government name?” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I take a deep breath and I just
think, it’s calm, keep going. We walk through the restaurant and everyone is
looking at me in my out�t, wondering what I’m doing there. We sit down at the
table and start talking. Queenie. I feel a draft and look up next to me; why is
there a hole in the wall being half-�lled by a piece of wood? Is this guy mad? Is
this really where he’s bringing me?”

By this point I had to put the razor blade down because I was laughing so
much that I was scared I’d do one of us damage. “Oh, but he can’t help it! And
maybe the food was really nice?” I o�ered weakly.

“Queenie, I ask him if we can move tables. He calls the waitress over, and this
time they take us to a table on the other side of the restaurant by some stairs to
the basement. They put Sean in a seat that’s about one centimeter away from the
top step, and he asks me if he can swap seats. In my heels, he wants me to sit at
the top of the stairs so I’m the one who can fall and break my neck? I tell him to
stay where he is.”

I was lying on the sofa now, shaking with laughter, even though I’d sworn I
wouldn’t be able to smile again. “It’s not funny, fam, this is my life!” Kyazike
shouted. “So listen, it’s not over yet. We eat dinner, the food is average. He
manages not to fall down the stairs, even though it might have been better if he
had. The waitress comes over to ask if we want dessert, and he says no because he
has a special surprise for me. Do you know what his surprise is, Queenie?”

“What is it?” I asked cautiously. “Do I want to know?”
“He wants to take me to a gol�ng range.” She turned around to face me. “In.

This. Dress. In. These. Heels.” Kyazike clapped her hands with each word.
“Queenie, when I tell him that I’m not stepping onto a golf course in �ve-point-
�ve-inch Louboutins, do you know what he says?”

I was laughing so much that trying to breathe was futile, so I mouthed,
“What?”

“He says he’ll take me to Tesco Express to get some sneakers. Fam, which
branch of Tesco Express sells sneakers? I told him to express me home.”



Though Kyazike’s date wasn’t especially aspirational, it certainly was
inspirational. Without using the term putting myself out there, if I go on some
actual dates of my own in this stopgap before mine and Tom’s reuniting, maybe
I’ll stop thinking about how heartbreak might actually kill me. That night
before bed, I checked OkCupid yet again.

So don’t forget to wash your sheets . . . and your penis

Hold on, this one was quoting Spaced, which meant that he’d actually taken a
full three seconds to read what my favorite TV shows were. I replied, and after
swiftly arranging to go for a drink the next day, I went to sleep clutching a T-
shirt of Tom’s that I’d stolen from the wash basket, breathing in the scent that I
was determined to smell again on him.



chapter
FIVE

IN THE PUB, people spoke excitedly and glasses clattered noisily. “My last
girlfriend was black.” I looked at my date and blinked, sure I’d misheard him.

“Sorry?” I asked, leaning across the table.
“My last girlfriend was black,” he repeated, not a trace of irony in his voice.
“That’s nice. Was she a nice person?” I asked, taking a very large gulp of my

wine. I was still on antibiotics and this red was not going down well.
“She was crazy,” he said, shaking his round head as alarm bells and red �ags

popped into mine. My date was almost as wide as he was tall, with a huge belly
straining under his T-shirt. Blond curls framed his big, rosy cheeks. In essence,
he was a giant cherub. He didn’t look like a giant cherub in any of his OkCupid
photos, obviously.

I made eye contact with a girl across the room who also appeared to be on a
�rst date. We smiled at each other in solidarity. “Maybe we should go to the
smoking area?” I suggested. “Get some air?”

“Or we could go back to mine?” He shrugged. “I’m up for it.”
It just didn’t feel like courtship to me. Maybe I was too old-fashioned in my

thinking? I feigned illness and got the bus home. I must have jinxed myself,
because on the way back I did start to feel ill. My head felt heavy and my stomach
churned. I went to text Tom but stopped myself. If a clean break was what he
needed to remind him that he loved me, it’s what I should give him.

Instead, I began to type a message to the group chat I’d formed with
absolutely no permission from the people I’d put in it: Darcy, Kyazike, and
Cassandra, three longtime friends who knew most of my secrets. I had no
business throwing them all together in this digital pen, but it saved me having to



copy and paste my thoughts and feelings from one to the other. They’d taken to
it quite well, actually.

Queenie

I’m on my way home from the date. It was
awful. He looked like a giant cherub

Queenie

But that’s not why it was bad, because big
is beautiful as we know, but he didn’t look
like that in his pictures! The date was bad
because he was awful

Darcy

Awful how?

Queenie

He dropped that his ex-girlfriend was
black

Kyazike

LOOOOL

Queenie

And “crazy”

Cassandra

He actually said “crazy”? Or are you
paraphrasing?

Kyazike

Why did you even go, fam



Queenie

Something to do while Tom has his
space?

Cassandra

I would argue that there are better
diversion techniques.

Darcy

At least it reminded you that Tom is the
one for you?

QUEENIE CHANGED THE GROUP NAME TO “THE CORGIS”

Cassandra

What’s this?

Queenie

What do you mean?

Cassandra

Corgis. Obviously.

Queenie

The Queen loves her corgis

Queenie

And they support her

Queenie

Like you’re all doing now



Cassandra

And you’re the queen in this?

Queenie

Of course

Cassandra

I think we all know that the monarchy is
obsolete.

Darcy

I think it’s quite sweet

Queenie

Cassandra, it’s just a play on words, relax.
Unless there are any objections from you,
@Kyazike?

Kyazike

Nah, it’s calm. Do what you’re doin, innit

“Do you know what, Darcy?” I said the Monday after a Halloween party at the
weekend that was mostly an emotional blur. “I’m going to make some promises
to myself, and uphold them.” I was recalling my decision to avoid all men that I’d
made after my disaster date with the giant cherub a few days before.

“What you mean?” Darcy asked.
“Number one, work harder,” I said, beginning to recite the list I’d saved in

my phone. “I’ve let work slip so much lately, and there are serious things going
on in the world that need reporting and the Daily Read doesn’t seem to be
doing it.”

“Like what?” Darcy asked.



“Um, like the killings of unarmed black men and women in their droves at
the hands of police, here and in the U.S., mass gentri�cation, modern-day
slavery? Obviously?”

“I don’t really see anything about that, really.”
“Yeah, of course you don’t, Darcy. I was thinking that I could start pitching

ideas to Gina?”
“That’s a good start,” Darcy agreed, nodding heavily, her hair falling around

her face.
“I worked really hard to get this job, really fucking hard, and I feel like I’m

spunking it all away,” I said.
“It’s too early to use the term spunking,” Darcy sighed, putting her head in

her hands.
“Number two, maybe slow down with OkCupid,” I said, ignoring Darcy’s

disdain. “I’m getting a bit obsessed with the digital attention. About �ve boys I
haven’t met are already giving me their life stories. And when Tom �nally has his
space and comes back to me, even though I won’t tell him about dates I’ve been
on, I don’t really want to have spent the whole time sleeping with boys in cars
and meeting crap men who do a good job of occupying my brain space but will
ultimately diminish my self-worth.”

“You could delete the app?” Darcy o�ered.
“No, too far,” I said, shaking my head. “At this point, I have to wean myself

o� it. Three. Spend more time with family.” I held my three �ngers up and
waggled the third. “Four, just forget men for a while, and use this break with
Tom as a break from men. And �ve, don’t go home with boys after parties when
it turns out the drunken jokes they were whispering in your ear about spa�ng
on your chest is genuinely all they want to do—”

“Queenie,” Darcy cut in sternly. “I know that we always do tea and talking on
a Monday morning, but recently it’s getting a bit too X-rated for the time of
day.”

“Fran’s Halloween party really was a night of extreme variables.” I sighed
slowly.

“Men like to do that to you, don’t they? It must be because of those.” She
pointed at my chest.



“Doesn’t Simon do it?” I asked, sipping my tea.
“God, no, he wouldn’t. Even if he wanted to, I don’t think my boobs are big

enough to be sexy for that.” Darcy looked down at her own chest.
“But what is sexy about that? And why are they so proud of doing it?” I

wondered aloud.
The kitchen door opened and Silent Jean shu�ed in. She stared at both of us

in turn as she made a cup of co�ee slowly and silently. When she �nally left the
kitchen, she shot me a suspicious look as she closed the door behind her.

“Did you have fun, despite the—?” Darcy asked, gesturing at my chest again.
“I was looking after Simon for the half an hour we were there. He got so
smashed that I had to take him home.” Darcy hoisted herself up onto the
kitchen counter. “He always gets so into his own head about being the oldest
one at these things, so drinks himself into oblivion.” She crossed her legs and
shook her foot agitatedly.

“Before you left, Simon found the time to take me aside in an annoyingly
forty-year-old and patronizing way to tell me that you were worried about me or
something,” I told Darcy, hoping that he’d been making it up.

“Well, Queenie, I am worried about you. But we can talk about it later; I need
to go and pick our summer interns.” Darcy squeezed my shoulder and left the
kitchen.

“I’m worried about me,” I said to the empty kitchen.

Later while Gina was moaning (something about her children not wanting to go
to boarding school so acting up by bullying the nanny), my stomach started to
hurt, and my vision began to blur at the edges. I excused myself and went outside
for some air. A security guard found me crouching by the entrance and asked me
to move along to the designated outside space, pointing me toward the smoking
area. I stumbled over and leaned against a wall. I felt myself sliding down it
slowly but didn’t have the strength to stop myself from falling to the ground. I
opened my eyes when I felt someone grab onto me with both hands.

“Are you okay?” asked a man holding me �rmly at arm’s length. It took me a
few seconds to realize who he was.



“Tweed Glasses,” I mumbled. “Sorry about your shoes.”
“I beg your pardon?” he asked. I hadn’t expected his voice to be so deep.
“Nothing.” I looked up at him as everything stopped swirling so violently. He

wasn’t actually wearing his glasses, and looked down at me with bright green
eyes dotted with �ecks of amber.

“Don’t apologize.” He smiled, and his eyes crinkled.
“Okay.” I swooned. It was so nice to be physically supported by someone.
“Right, if I let you go, are you going to hit the ground?” he asked gently.
“I think I’ll be okay,” I said, the feeling coming back to my legs. He let go, and

stood back, his hands hovering by my sides.
He was taller than I’d realized. As if height equaled the protection and

manliness that I was lacking thanks to Tom’s cold shoulder, I went to do the
doe-eyed looking up and blinking to appear more attractive, but I didn’t have
the energy.

“Well, at least you aren’t ruining my shoes this time,” he said, and laughed.
“God, you actually remember that?” I asked.
“Yeah, I had to go home and give them a polish.”
“Sorry, I was having a bit of a day. Boy troubles. Nasty business.” The

memory of that week �ooded my head, and I reached for my stomach, hoping I
wasn’t about to hit the deck again.

“Okay, let me get you back upstairs,” he said. “You sit in the culture section,
right?” I nodded, and let him steer me through the building and back to my
desk.

“Thank you,” I said to him sincerely. “I think I should just make a sweet tea
or something, I think my blood sugar is o�.”

Tweed Glasses wrote his e-mail address down on my notepad and made me
promise to e-mail him when I was feeling better, “so that I know if I should
momentarily switch careers to be your day nurse.”

On Monday, 29th October, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 16:02:

I’ve managed to make it through the afternoon without falling on any of my colleagues. Thank you
again for earlier!



On Monday, 29th October, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 16:10:

The pleasure was all mine. It’s been a long time since a pretty girl fell for me. I could get used to it.

On Monday, 29th October, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 16:17:

Whoa. Very corny response, Ted. I take it back.

What was going on here, then? Was this �irting? Why would he want to �irt
with someone who looked half-dead and had acted as such by quite literally
falling to the ground?

On Monday, 29th October, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 16:25:

You can’t blame a man for trying, Queenie. I finally get to talk to the girl I’ve been tracking around
the building for weeks and I lose my cool. . . . Forgive me.

On Monday, 29th October, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 16:30:

Nice name, by the way. Suits you. . . .

I recalled promises one and four that I’d made to myself that morning: focus
on work, and no men. I took a sip of sweet tea and worked on some pitch ideas
for Gina. I’d wanted this job so that I could be a force for change, and for
representation, but so far all I’d done was �le listings and check copy.

A few days later, no more fainting, but I’d exhausted myself by arranging for my
best-friend tier to go to a �reworks display. The thinking behind it was that
friend activities might make me feel a bit more myself, but so far I was feeling
more social secretary and mediator than anything. Darcy, Cassandra, and
Kyazike have all individually surpassed themselves when it comes to support
recently, mainly just by allowing me to text and text and text, though I was
beginning to worry that it was all a bit of a Queenie show at the moment. I don’t



want my friends to think they exist purely to listen to me talk about how much
of a joke my life is.

THE CORGIS
Kyazike

Is it gonna b cold

Cassandra

Well, it’s November, so probably.

Kyazike

KMT you know what I mean. Is it gonna b
cold for November

Cassandra

Shall I rework what I said? Probably, yes.

Darcy

It’s going to be 4 degrees! So we should
all wrap up! I’ve got a spare pair of gloves
if you need them, Kyazike

Kyazike

LOL you’re all right

Cassandra

Well there’s no point in refusing
something you need.

Kyazike

I don’t need them, I’m asking if it’s gonna
b cold



Darcy

Either way, they’re there if you want them!

Queenie

Gloves and weather aside, this is going to
be a nice evening, I hope you’re all
excited. Meet at 6 outside Crystal Palace
station?

Kyazike

Can’t do 6

Cassandra

There’s a surprise. When can you do?

Kyazike

Queenie, beg you tell your girl to relax pls

Queenie

She doesn’t mean anything by it, Kyazike

Darcy

Shall we say 6:30?

Kyazike

6:30 I can do but I’ll meet you lot outside
the park, I’m not walking down that big
piece of hill to the station just to walk
back up to the park again

Needing a break from the most stressful group chat I’d ever been in, I ambled
over to the kitchen to make a cup of tea.



On the way back, I saw Ted striding across my �oor, a vision in tweed, and
glasses on this time. My heart did a little leap when I remembered how strong his
hands felt when he was holding me up. I sat back at my desk, opened up a new e-
mail window, and began to type.

“Tea?” I turned around at the same time as trying to minimize the e-mail
window. Darcy leaned over me and peered at my screen. “Who are you e-mailing
‘Well, don’t be a stranger’ to?” she asked.

“Nobody!” I spluttered. “I mean, no, somebody. The freelancer who used to
come in on Tuesdays! I was going to see if she wanted to come in and do a few
more shifts.” I turned the screen o�. “Energy saving,” I said.

“Careful. Bit of an inappropriate thing to say to a colleague,” Darcy said.
“Anyway, I thought I’d come over to tell you in person that I’ll have to stay here a
bit late, since you’ve stopped replying to the Corgis. Gina needs me to sort
something. It’s amazing, these bosses call all the shots but are �ummoxed by the
smallest technological advances.” She ran a hand through her hair agitatedly and
walked away.

On Friday, 2nd November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 14:04:

Here she is. What are you doing after work? Fancy a quick one? . . . a drink.

I felt a pop of excitement in my stomach and typed out a reply that showed as
much before deleting it and replacing it with something a bit less keen.

On Friday, 2nd November, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 14:10:

Yeah, I got that, thanks. Good to see that your need to be corny hasn’t subsided.

On Friday, 2nd November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 14:15:

Ouch. Okay, must try harder. But that drink?

On Friday, 2nd November, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 14:25:



Only if it’s very quick. I’ll have to sneak out at five, and can stay forty-five minutes max. I’ve spent
weeks convincing my friends to go to a fireworks display and can’t be the one to cancel, you see.

On Friday, 2nd November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 14:30:

Fine by me, I’ve got a dinner to go to. See you at the pub next to the church?

At half past four, I ran around the o�ce asking di�erent colleagues for
various makeup products. Being the only black girl in the o�ce, I had to make
do with liquid eyeliner from Zainab in digital and some mascara from Josey, the
antisocial Iranian girl in the music department, and had to ask Darcy for blusher,
even though I knew it would be imperceptible even when seven layers were
applied to my cheeks. “Why do you need blusher? It’s going to be dark in the
park.” Darcy’s solution-driven way of thinking wasn’t always welcome.

“I just need it, I want to look nice,” I said. “Boosting my self-con�dence and
all that.”

“You already do look nice. Where are you going?”
“I feel like you’re being suspicious?” I said to her. Darcy looked back at me

and raised her eyebrows. “Fine. That guy from sports, the one in all the tweed
and the glasses, he e-mailed saying that he wants to go for a very quick drink.”

“Like a �irty drink?” Darcy asked. “What about all of your promises?”
“Well, yes, you’re right, but I think it’s �ne to go for a drink with a

colleague?” I said unconvincingly.
“Okay. Well. Be careful. You don’t want to dip your nib in the o�ce ink,” she

said, handing me the blusher. “And don’t forget about the �reworks!”
“I wouldn’t, not after all the work I’ve put into getting you all in one place at

one time.” I rolled my eyes and applied more blusher. “If Gina asks where I am,
say I had a small family emergency.”

“Queenie. You know what you’re doing, don’t you?” Darcy asked me
solemnly. “I don’t want to be all Jonathan Jobsworth, but if you get �red, they
can replace you with a hundred other girls like us.”

“Oh, so I’m dispensable?” I snorted to cover how hard I’d been hit by the
truth in her words. “It’s only half an hour.”

“Yeah, but it’s also been the last couple of weeks.”



“Darcy. I’m good at my job, and I like my job, and I want to be better at my
job, and I will be. This is just a welcome distraction.” I maintained my smile, not
wanting to fall out with my best friend at the worst point possible. “Are you
keeping track of me?”

“Not keeping track of you, but trying to remind you what else you can lose.”
“I haven’t lost anything, and I’m not going to lose anything,” I reassured

Darcy as I walked away.

When I got to the pub, I tried to �nd a seat outside that was both dry and
somewhere discreet, as about ten of the senior men from my o�ce were already
dotted around and giving me eyebrows whenever I squeezed past them to look
for a table. Nothing met my desired criteria, and when Ted got to the pub and
we bought our drinks, we ended up standing next to a wet table. We chatted for
ages, at �rst tentatively, and then quickly, excitedly, with his hand inching across
the table closer to mine.

“So, how do you like the building?” I could feel myself doing the doe-eyed
thing.

“Yeah, I like it. There are a lot of secret rooms too. Have you explored?” he
asked me, his little �nger brushing mine.

“Huh?” I asked, heat rushing through my body. “What?”
“I said, the building, have you explored?” Ted repeated, his voice dropping to

a sultry rumble.
Tom �ashed into my head and I drew my hand back. “No, I haven’t! How’s

your commute, though?” I tried to derail the conversation from the track it
de�nitely shouldn’t have been on.

“Right, yeah, good commute,” Ted said, visibly confused. “When I do nights,
I’ve got to get the bus from Hackney. But I’m hard, so I can handle it.”

“Oh, am I meant to laugh at that?” I smirked, feeling my face cool down. He
truly wasn’t very funny but:

1.  Apart from Kyazike, who is ten times as funny as me, I don’t �nd
anyone as funny as me, even in this, the darkest period of my life.



2. Actually, no man is as funny as me or any woman I’ve ever met.

3. Does funny matter when over the course of the evening I’d been able to
stop thinking about Tom for more than three minutes?

3a.  AND been reminded what it was like for a very attractive man to
speak to me like I was more than an ori�ce or someone hugely
inferior?

“Oh, I’m sure you’re very hard, Ted,” I purred. What was I doing? I thought
of another boring and practical question to ask. “And who do you live with,
Ted?”

“I live with—hold on a sec, you’ve got something in your hair,” he said,
moving toward me, his hand reaching toward my hair, getting so close that there
was about a millimeter of space between us.

I looked up at him and my mouth parted as he leaned down.
“What time is it?” I asked.
“Oh, come on!” He laughed.
“Seriously, what time is it?” I repeated, panic taking over.
“Five past six,” he said, showing me his watch.
“I have to go, sorry, late, �reworks!” I ran out of the pub and continued

running until I made the Overground train to Crystal Palace. I didn’t catch my
breath until I met Cassandra, who was shivering outside the station.

“Ready for the hill?” she asked, blowing warm air into her bony hands.
Cassandra was the �rst Jewish person I’d ever met. This was probably because I
grew up in South London and only ever ventured north to see our other side of
the family. I’d put my stu� next to Cassandra in an English language seminar at
uni, and as soon as I sat down, she leaned over to me and said that as the two
minorities in the course, we should stick together.

The �rst thing I’d noticed about Cassandra, after her pushiness, was her hair.
It was long, dark brown, but shone gold when it caught even a glimpse of light.
Like her hair, her eyes were brown but specked with shards of gold. Other
classmates avoided her, I’m guessing because her leading personality trait is



“spiky,” but I didn’t mind it, I still liked her. Not in spite of the spikiness, either.
After introducing herself in that seminar, she told me that I should let her cook
me dinner that evening, and has told me how to live my life at every given
opportunity since.

“Is anybody ever ready for this hill?” I said, looking up the almost vertical
incline. “We need to wait for Darcy, though. She got held up in the o�ce.” I
checked my phone. “And we’re meeting Kyazike at the park gates.”

“Oh, before I forget—” Cassandra said, pulling an envelope out of her
pocket. “A hundred �fty pounds, right?” She seemed to dangle the envelope in
front of me.

“Yes, thanks. Sorry, I know it’s annoying, but I can’t really borrow any money
from Tom anymore . . .” I apologized.

“It’s not annoying, but I don’t understand it,” Cassandra said. “When you
run out of money, why don’t you just use your other money?”

“What?” I laughed. “What other money?”
“You know, savings, a retirement account, that sort of thing?” I looked back

at her blankly. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll start a tab.” She handed the envelope
to me.

We continued to stand in the cold waiting for Darcy, Cassandra telling me
that every man she met fell in love with her, but it had been so long since she’d
met a man she could actually have a “connection” with. “. . . and Derek was such a
bore, Queenie. He didn’t ask me any questions about myself in the four months
we were dating. I had to drive all conversation. I decided, one evening when we
went for dinner, that I wouldn’t ask him anything about himself. Guess what?
We didn’t exchange a word after the hellos.”

By the time Darcy got to the station, we were frozen solid. My nose had almost
fallen o�, and Cassandra’s teeth were chattering comically.

“Sorry I’m late! Sorry! Hello again, Queenie! How was the drink?”
“A lot. Too much,” I said as she hugged me quickly.
“Well, I did tell you,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me.



“Nice to see you again, Darcy. Should we all get moving?” Cassandra said
�atly, wrapping her scarf tighter around her neck. We all began to walk up the
steepest hill in South London, my knees practically hitting my chest with each
step. The girls strode up, chatting. I was too out of breath to get involved,
instead listening along and either nodding in agreement or shaking my head.

“So, how are things with you and your boyfriend, Darcy? Are you still
together?” Cassandra asked. “Sorry to play catch-up, I just haven’t seen you for a
while. I hear bits and bobs through Queenie, though. What’s his name again?”
Cassandra interrogated, the click of her heels echoing around us as we walked.

“Simon? Yes, he’s good! We moved in together a few months ago, and it
seems to be going well! There are some issues, some troubles, but—”

“Like what?” Cassandra asked, almost greedily.
“Well, you know he’s �fteen years older than me? He’s ready for a life that I

didn’t think I’d have to even start thinking about for years! Children, and
mortgages, and . . .” It all came tumbling out.

“Why do you never talk to me about this?” I pu�ed.
“It all seems a bit trivial given what you’re going through.” Darcy smiled. “It’s

okay, it’s nothing that I can’t handle.”
“How long were you together? You know, before you moved in with each

other? Do you think you did it too soon?” Cassandra pressed on with the
immediate and unasked-for psychoanalysis.

“Um, I think six years?” Darcy said. I nodded.
“Six years?” Cassandra repeated. “That’s a good amount of time before

moving in together, isn’t it, Queenie?” I was facing ahead, concentrating on the
top of the hill, but with my peripheral vision I could see Cassandra looked at me
pointedly. I nodded again, swerving her dig, and tried to breathe in through my
nose and out through my mouth.

“Well, you know, it’s always a tricky thing, and some couples just aren’t cut
out for it. But it’s no bad thing if they aren’t!” Darcy said, putting an arm
around my shoulders, as if getting up the hill wasn’t hard enough. I nodded,
switching to mouth breathing.

“I’m not being mean, I’m just thinking out loud,” Cassandra snipped. “Plus,
along with everything else, Queenie didn’t even want to move in with Tom so



soon. She told him that she wasn’t ready and he basically gave her an ultimatum.
That’s not fair.” I nodded in agreement. “I don’t think she should see him
again.”

“.  .  . Isn’t that a little bit harsh, Cassandra? They were together for three
years. They’re still together, sort of. And they love each other.” Darcy clearly
didn’t understand that the best way to deal with Cassandra was to let her think
that she was right about everything.

“A break may as well be a breakup,” Cassandra said de�nitively, and Darcy
was silenced by this pronouncement.

We �nally got to the top of the hill, me hoping that the sweat at my temples
wasn’t visible, the girls unbothered by the hike. We walked toward the entrance
of the park, and through the clusters of crowds, I saw Kyazike leaning against the
iron gates. We weaved our way toward her, me trying to touch as few people as
possible.

“You lot took your time,” she said, blinking slowly. “It’s chappin’ out here.
And you’re lucky it’s not raining anymore.” Kyazike didn’t like mud, or
�reworks, or the cold, but I’d convinced her to come out and meet my other best
friends, given that they’d been in a group chat for the last two months and them
not knowing each other IRL was going to get weird soon. I may or may not have
suggested that I wouldn’t do her hair again unless she came out with us.

“Sorry, it’s my fault! I’m Darcy, hello!” Darcy leaped toward Kyazike and
hugged her tightly. “I can’t believe we’re only just meeting, I’ve heard so much
about you. And spoken to you, fellow Corgi!”

Kyazike hugged her back, surprised at the physical contact. “You didn’t tell
me she was so friendly, Queenie,” she said, smiling at me over Darcy’s shoulder.

“I realized earlier, you’ve met Cassandra. Remember?” I said, putting a hand
on each of their shoulders when Darcy �nally released Kyazike. “Last year at my
twenty-fourth?”

“How do you pronounce your name again?” Cassandra asked, and I winced.
Although it was better her asking rather than attempting a guess and butchering
the pronunciation, I’d spoken about Kyazike enough for Cassandra to have
remembered. She’d have remembered if it had been a basic name like Sarah or
Rachel or something.



“Chess-keh,” Kyazike said.
“Oh, okay, like Jessica without the ic in the middle?” Cassandra asked.
“No. Like my own name. Not some Western name. Chess-keh,” she repeated.

I was worried that she was going to tell Cassandra about herself, but instead she
looked down at Cassandra’s feet.

“Nice shoes. Miu Miu?” Kyazike said, impressed. I exhaled.
“Yes, got them in the sale, though.” Cassandra lifted a foot and twirled it

daintily.
“Always good to �nd some common ground!” Darcy said to them both.

“Shall we go, then? Get a good space?” She charged onward through the park,
and we all followed her, me in my Dr. Martens and Cassandra and Kyazike
instantly further bonding when they realized that heels at a �reworks display
were an incredibly bad shout, holding on to each other to make their way
through the mud.

Half an hour later, having passive-aggressively bickered about the optimal place
to stand that would allow us to see the �reworks and feel like we were in a crowd
while observing that two of our party were in heels, we were all standing on a bit
of solid path at the edge of the park waiting for things to start. As I clutched a
foam cup of tepid chocolate in my hand, my motley crew of friends swigged
from a bottle of Prosecco.

“So you went on a date with your colleague?” Kyazike asked. “Who told you
that was a good idea?”

“No, it just was a drink,” I said, burying my face into the cup. “Just a nice
drink with a colleague.”

“Is he single?” Cassandra asked. “If he’s single and thinks that you’re single, it
was a date.”

“He didn’t do the girlfriend drop, so I’m guessing he’s single?” I shrugged.
“Not that your theory is right.”

“What’s the girlfriend drop?” Darcy always needed to be clued in on these
things.



“It’s when a guy, even if he’s the one who approached you to, say, ask what
the time is, needs you to know that he’s attached,” Cassandra explained, rolling
her eyes. “Like last week, I was in a café, and there was a guy at the table next to
mine who had a smear of ketchup on his face. I was so distracted by it that I kept
looking over and staring, wondering how acceptable it was to go and wipe it o�.
He eventually turned to me and said, ‘Cool laptop. My girlfriend has the same
one.’ It’s their way of telling themselves that, a) they’re irresistible to women,
and b) they’re in control of all of their interactions.”

“Do you think Tom has stopped doing the girlfriend drop?” I asked.
“Have you even heard from him?” Kyazike asked.
“Huh?” I lifted the cup to my mouth. “No.” I swallowed down my drink and

my sadness. “All �ne, though,” I said, “good to maintain the space from each
other.”

“He should be begging you to come back by now, fam,” Kyazike said, shaking
her head.

I looked up at the sky even though the �reworks hadn’t started, willing the
tears that were brimming to go back in my eyes.

“Are you sure you don’t want some, Queenie?” I was suddenly wrenched out
of my thoughts, which were switching between wondering what Tom was doing
and guilt for going for what ended up being a noncolleague drink with Ted and
feeling a bit like I wanted to throw myself at him and let him do whatever he
wanted to my body.

“No thanks, Cassandra, I’ve had wine. Plus, I’ve already got heartburn,” I
said, refusing the Prosecco. Kyazike took it from Cassandra, wiping the mouth
of the bottle with her sleeve before she put it to her lips.

“Is this champers? Don’t taste like it,” she said after taking two big gulps.
“It’s Prosecco, champagne’s Italian cousin!” Darcy said. “Could I have one

last sip?”
“Ha. Thanks for the education. You can have more than one sip, there’s

loads.” Kyazike handed the bottle over to Darcy.
The �reworks started, and we all watched in silence. I looked at my three

friends, the lights exploding in the sky and illuminating their beautiful faces.



They all represented a di�erent part of my life, had all come to me at di�erent
times; why they’d all stuck with me, I was constantly trying to work out.

“Queenie, I can see you staring at us and smiling. Stop being a creep,”
Cassandra whispered.



chapter
SIX

I SCROLLED TUMBLR for articles about the most recent protest in America,
reading long-form pieces from eyewitnesses that were broken up by pictures of
black men and women being surrounded by police in riot gear or having milk
poured on their faces to numb the sting of tear gas. The next article showed a
video of a young black man called Rashan Charles being choked in an East
London shop by an undercover police o�cer. I attached the two articles to a
pitch I’d painstakingly composed for Gina titled “Racial tension: U.S. or us?”
From the corner of my eye I saw someone coming over, so minimized the
browser. When I looked up from my screen, Darcy was staring at me with a grin
so wide that her face was split in two.

“What? What could possibly be making you smile so much on a Monday
morning?” I asked her. My eyes were barely open.

“Wait until you see the new intern,” Darcy whispered. “He’s American.”
“Why is that a plus point? Are you saying that like it’s a good thing? They’re

all bonkers. Do we know if he voted for Trump?” I asked as the new intern
strode past in a con�dent American way. He was very tall, and his hair was
brown. There wasn’t much to note beyond that.

“You see? Don’t you think he’s classically handsome?” Darcy said, smiling
again.

“He’s �ne?” I said, turning back to my screen.
“He’s called Chuck, and I picked him because I thought he’d be a good,

healthy distraction. He’s almost too young for you to fancy him, but not too
young to look at,” Darcy whispered. “And just look at. Remember what I said
about Ted, and dipping your nib in the o�ce ink.”



I spun my chair to face her. “Isn’t that illegal?” I asked. Surely that broke
some sort of duty-of-care best practice.

“No, and besides, it’s not like we’re hiring him for a proper job. Plus, he’s
twenty-two. Legal.” Is this what it has come to?

“Tea?” Darcy held up her empty mug.
“I’ll meet you in the kitchen, I’m just sending Gina an e-mail,” I said.
“Oh, �nally back in the swing of work? Good to see,” Darcy said, and turned

to walk away. She wasn’t good at disguising her tone of condescension, or she
just couldn’t be bothered to.

“Another black man died in America today,” I said to Darcy as I walked into the
kitchen, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the bright light. “Police killed him.”

“Oh no, what was he doing?” she asked absentmindedly.
“What do you mean, ‘What was he doing?’ He wasn’t doing anything, he was

driving.” The words burst from me. “And even if he was doing something,
doesn’t mean he should be killed for it.”

“All right, calm down.” Darcy held her hands up. “Sorry, my mind was
elsewhere. And I’m on your side here, I was just asking!”

“You asked a stupid question,” I snapped. “That sort of attitude is the
problem.”

“Whoa, Queenie. It’s me you’re talking to?” Darcy frowned at me.
“Remember? Darcy? Best friend? Annoyingly liberal?”

“I’m not calling you racist, I’m saying that if the thinking is that someone
should be killed for doing something wrong, that thinking is dangerous,” I said.
Why was I taking it out on her? “I’m going for a cigarette.” I left the kitchen
before I said something I’d regret. I knew Darcy hadn’t meant it, and she was
only guilty of it this one time, but I wished that well-meaning white liberals
would think before they said things that they thought were perfectly innocent.

I put a cigarette in my mouth, patting down my pockets for a lighter. I looked
across the outdoor smoking area to see who I could bother for one, and locked
eyes with Ted. Excitement and guilt crept back in. Must summon nice memories
of Tom when tempted by Ted.



He dropped the end of his cigarette to the ground and walked over. “You ran
o� the other day. Left me all alone. You forgot this too.” He lit another cigarette
with a lighter, then, �ame still burning, held it out for me.

“I can do it,” I said to him, reminding myself how stupid it would be to get
sucked into something while I had a relationship to go back to.

I took the lighter from him, lit my cigarette, and inhaled too quickly and
de�antly, so choked as too much smoke hit the back of my throat.

“All right, Ted?” A burly man in clothes that were all too tight nodded a hello
at Ted as he walked past.

“All good, thanks, Gordon!” Ted waved, turning to stand next to me. He
waited until the man was out of sight, then moved closer so that our arms were
touching.

“Sorry, that’s my desk mate,” Ted said, running the hand that wasn’t next to
mine through his thick hair. “How were the �reworks?”

“I think I lost my scarf, but otherwise, they were nice, thanks,” I replied,
purposely avoiding eye contact. That’s where these men get me.

“The tartan one you have?” he asked.
“Yeah. No sentimental value, so it’s all good.”
“You know, I was going for dinner with my friends that night, but I wish I’d

stayed with you,” he said, looking around and moving so that he was in front of
me.

“Ah, that’s nice of you. I bet you had a nice time anyway.” I brushed over his
comment. He moved closer to me.

“Not as nice a time as we could have had,” he growled quietly.
“Got to go!” I said, breaking away. Do not get sucked in, Queenie.

I got upstairs to an e-mail from Ted.

On Monday, 5th November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 11:04:

That was an abrupt ending. I like that shirt, by the way.



I �ushed with what I tried to pretend wasn’t arousal, but my pretense wasn’t
clever enough to fool my body because guilt soon followed. I sent a text to Tom.

Queenie

How are you?

On Monday, 5th November, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 11:26:

I’m probably making a fool of myself by saying this, because you’re probably only being a friendly
colleague, but if you aren’t, it’s probably a bad idea to get involved with someone at work, don’t you
think? We had a nice drink, and we should probably leave it at that.

I went to make a mint tea to calm myself down and came back to:

On Monday, 5th November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 11:30:

But I don’t want to leave it at that. Besides, I’m not one of those guys who wouldn’t respect you
enough not to behave properly if things didn’t work out.

I decided to wait and see if Tom replied. If he didn’t reply by this evening,
then maybe, just maybe, I could go for another drink with Ted.

On Monday, 5th November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 11:31:

I’m here if you want me.

On Monday, 5th November, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 11:35:

When you want me.

On Monday, 5th November, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 18:03:

Darcy, I have a new promise to replace promise number four, which was: “Just forget men for a
while, and use this break with Tom as a break from men.” The new promise is: “Forget men who
you might want to get into something long-term with, but casual encounters are acceptable for as
long as Tom isn’t replying.”



On Monday, 5th November, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 18:10:

Hi, Dua Lipa, nice to hear from you. Why do you need caveats, why can’t you just stay away from
men altogether?

On Monday, 5th November, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 18:15:

1. Dua Lipa’s song is called “New Rules,” not “New Promises,” Darcy, come on.

2. Until you’ve experienced heartache and uncertainty at this level, you aren’t allowed to judge me.

3. You know that I need attention and some excitement, and while I am waiting for my is-he-is-he-
not boyfriend to text me back and tell me that he wants to make things work, this is the least
complicated way of getting it.

4. And actually, as per point 2, you haven’t been single since you were about eleven, so less of the
“why can’t you just stay away from men altogether?”

5. I am telling you these things so that you can basically tell me when I need to hear it that I am
doing the right thing. Maybe you could just create a specific e-mail bounce-back for me that
says “What you’re doing is fine”?

On Monday, 5th November, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 18:20:

Oh, I beg your pardon. Do you want to write this bounce-back yourself, or would you like me to
draft something for your approval?

I went to my grandparents’ after work because I needed to bathe somewhere that
saw regular bleachings and could o�er more than �ve seconds of hot water. I
crunched up the gravel driveway and paused outside the gate, taking a few
breaths before I faced my grandmother. This was the second house my
grandparents had owned; my granddad had put all he had into buying the �rst
house in the sixties, and my grandmother had put all she had into cleaning it
until she’d had enough and forced my granddad to downsize when I was a
teenager. This house was smaller than the �rst, but deceptively large. It sat high
on a quiet hill where a lot of other old people lived. There were never any fast



cars or parties, only elderly women pulling shopping trollies down the road and
old men slowly tending to their front gardens.

“How’s your past friend?” my grandmother asked, �ipping �sh �ngers over
in the frying pan.

“My past friend?” I asked her, confused. “What does that mean, who is that?”
“You know, the white boy.”
“Do you mean Tom?” I checked. “My boyfriend of three years that you spent

quite a lot of time with?”
“Mmm,” she con�rmed.
“Can I have a bath?” I changed the subject.
My grandmother tapped her nose and walked over to the boiler, �ipping

various switches. “A quick one. You know what he’s like—” She gestured to the
garden, and I saw my granddad pottering round with his walking stick. “You’ll
have to wait for the hot water, it’s like you’ve got to beg the boiler to heat it up
these days.”

I laid my head on the kitchen table. “Why does life have to be so hard?” I
groaned, changing the subject back to my heartache. My grandmother came over
and put a plate of �sh �ngers, baked beans, and fried plantain in front of me.
“I’m not hungry,” I said, and was met with tightened lips and raised eyebrows. I
picked up a fork.

“You’ll feel better,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. I ate in silence,
absentmindedly reading the American gossip magazines that were on the table in
front of me.

“Go upstairs now and run the bath, while he’s in the shed,” my grandmother
hissed, taking my plate away.

“I wasn’t �nished!” I said, a bit of plantain falling o� my fork.
“You said you weren’t hungry. Go!” she said. I ran upstairs and into the

bathroom. I turned on the hot tap, and the water tank rumbled a telltale growl.
“The water rates, Queenie.” My granddad appeared behind me.
“Wilfred, leave her alone,” my grandmother shouted from the kitchen,

forcing my granddad to shu�e back down the stairs. My grandparents might be
getting older, but their hearing only seemed to be improving.



I lay on the �oor of the spare room as I waited for water to �ll the tub. I heard
the familiar voice of John Holt start playing through the �oor. He was my
grandmother’s favorite reggae singer, and her preferred song of his was all about
his broken heart. “If I’ve got to be strong, don’t you know I need your help to
�ght when you’re gone?” he sang.

“CAN YOU TURN THAT OFF, GRANDMA?” I shouted down. “YOU
KNOW I AM STRUGGLING.” There was a long pause.

“Who yuh tink yuh talking to?” my grandmother shouted back. “Yuh tink
say you can be DJ inna my house ’cause of a man?”

I undressed and climbed into the tub. I lay back and moved a hand across my
stomach the way I’d done when I’d last had a bath. Tom wasn’t here this time,
though. I didn’t know where he was. I stared at the ceiling and felt my chest
tighten. The bathroom door opened and my grandmother burst in. I covered
myself with the washcloth.

“Let me wash your back,” she said, grabbing the cloth and lathering it up
with a bar of Imperial Leather that she must have bought reserves of in the
sixties.

“No, no, I’m �ne, I’m not a baby,” I said, covering myself with my hands.
“I washed your back when you were a baby and I’ll wash it now,” she said,

tipping me forward until my forehead rested on my knees. I closed my eyes and
let her scrub my skin.

“I’m no stranger to heartache, you know,” she told me. “You need to get over
it, Queenie. Life goes on.”

“You’ve been with Granddad since you were fourteen,” I said. “If there’s
anyone who has never known heartbreak, it’s you.”

She kissed her teeth. “You must think you know everything. Your granddad
got me pregnant when I was fourteen. Not even Diana’s age!” Maggie’s teenage
daughter. “Then he disappeared, and I was left in Jamaica with Maggie, living
with Gran-Gran.” My grandmother paused. “I fell in love with a man. He was
very kind to me. Always met me at the end of the lane and helped me to carry
the sugarcane up to the house. Albert, his name was.”

She put the wet washcloth on her lap and watched as the water seeped into
her apron. She started to wring her hands, her �ngers settling on her wedding



ring.
“Albert loved Maggie as much as he loved me. It was a secret, of course. He

looked after us, for two years. I couldn’t tell Gran-Gran about him.” My
grandmother laughed. “She almost killed me when I got pregnant, and I
couldn’t shame her twice by bringing another man into the house. But Albert,
he was everything. He was funny, he was generous, used to listen to me.” She
paused to sigh heavily. “He gave me this necklace one day. He’d saved up for the
gold, and he’d made it himself. A V, for Veronica. He was so proud to give it to
me. Every day he waited at the end of the lane for me.”

“Well, what happened to him? And to the necklace? Also, have you seen
Titanic? This sounds a lot li—”

“Your granddad came back. Turns out he’d been over here �nding work,
squatting in a bedsit in Mitcham and saving some money. He came to Gran-
Gran’s house one night, told me that he was taking me and Maggie to London,
and two days later we were on the plane. A year later I was pregnant with your
mother.”

“And what happened to Albert?”
“I don’t know. I couldn’t ask anybody about him because nobody knew

about us. So, you see. We all know heartbreak. We just have to learn to live with
it.”

She lifted the cloth and carried on scrubbing my back, her movements softer
than before.

I woke up in the middle of the night. I was half-asleep and I could see a man
standing in the corner. I tried to shout, but nothing would come out. He was
moving closer. I tried to shout again. “NO!” I �nally screamed, falling out of the
bed.

“Queenie?” My grandmother �ew into the room, her nightie billowing
behind her like a cape. “What is it? Wh’appen?”

“Sorry, it’s nothing. Nothing.” I climbed back into bed and put a hand to my
chest. My heart was pounding.



“The nightmares,” she said knowingly. “Tek water.” She gestured to the glass
by my bed, and shu�ed back into her room. I couldn’t sleep, so checked my
phone. Two texts from Darcy.

Darcy

Nosy man on floor hovering around your
desk. Quite fit. Big glasses. Tweed jacket.

Darcy

Hold on is he Tweed Glasses??

I went to work the next day physically cleaner than I’d ever been. Brain still tired
from eschewing thoughts of Ted, heart still sore every time I thought about
Tom. How much more time did he need? How much time did I need? I was
beginning to worry that if things didn’t go back to normal soon, my mind
would go to places that I wouldn’t be able to retrieve it from. Anyway. I
wouldn’t think about that. Surely, surely everything would be �ne.

Later that week, when I made it to my desk by way of the cafeteria and the
smoking area and before I could sit down, Gina came over to tell me that she’d
been watching me and Darcy “gasbagging” from her o�ce. I apologized and
vowed (truthfully) to spend more time at my desk during working hours and less
time literally everywhere else, pulled my chair out to sit down, and disrupted a
parcel that fell on the �oor.

I picked it up and opened it, pulling out a tartan scarf. I put it on and started
to walk over to Darcy’s desk. Gina was coming toward me.

“No. Queenie. Back to your desk. Do something, please. You haven’t �led the
weekend’s listings yet and it’s Friday, come on.” She turned me around by the
shoulders and gently pushed me toward my section of the �oor. “You can talk to
her at lunchtime.” I dragged myself through the morning, and at 11:59 a.m.
went over to Darcy.



“God, Gina is all over the place recently,” I bitched, feeling bad and obscenely
hypocritical, given that I was even more all over the place. “One day she’s nice,
the next she ignores me, today she’s having a go at me. I can’t keep up. Was it
always this bad?”

“No,” Darcy con�rmed. “I think she’s having some proble—”
“Oh!” I interrupted, fanning the scarf out around me and spinning around in

a mock twirl. “Thank you for this!”
“For what?” Darcy asked.
“The scarf.”
“It’s nice. Looks almost exactly like the old one. But it’s not from me,” she

said, standing up and rummaging around in her pockets.
“You were with me when I lost it, at the �reworks display.” My arms fell to

my sides. Knowing I couldn’t a�ord to replace it myself, she probably didn’t
want to make a big thing out of it.

“I know, but I didn’t buy you a new one. Should I have?” she asked, holding
up her purse. “Lunch?”

I couldn’t bear to go home, so I left the o�ce well after dark. As I walked to the
bus stop, Ted fell in step with me. “Hey, you,” he said softly. “How’s it going?”

“Fine, thanks.” I carried on walking, still trying to avoid getting myself in a
sticky situation. I’d already found myself in some very compromising positions
of late.

“Fancy a drink?” he asked. “I’m on lates, popped out for a smoke. We could
head across the road for a swift one?”

I wanted to go, but I also knew that going would make me want to kiss him.
“No, I’ve got to get home!”

“Nice scarf, by the way. I knew it would suit you.” I stopped walking.
“This was you? Why did you—oh, thanks for that, I guess?” I said, surprised.
“Why are you so shocked?” Ted laughed.
“Just that nobody ever buys me anything, is all. And you . . . don’t know me

well enough?”
“Not for want of trying,” Ted said.



“If you’re on lates, you should get back to work. I have to go! My bus!” I said,
then sprinted to the bus stop, holding my breasts down under my arm and
panting aggressively after about �fteen yards. I should not, under any
circumstances, get involved with this. I should not, under any circumstances, try
to run again.

I spent Saturday morning in bed, my stomach growling. At lunchtime Rupert
knocked on my door and asked if I wanted to have lunch with everyone. “No
thanks!” I said. “I’d sooner die,” I added in a whisper.

“What was that last bit?” he asked.
“I said I’m going for pie.” I pulled the covers over my head, burrowing into

my pillows and looking through mine and Tom’s message thread. I noted how
many arguments we’d had. Most of them started by me. Top three were:

1.
Tom

What do you want for your birthday?

Queenie

Oh.

Tom

What?

Queenie

So you’re not going to put any effort into
it? You’re literally going to just ask me like
that



Tom

Well for your last two birthdays and
Christmas just gone, you’ve been
disappointed by what I’ve got you, it’s
perfectly logical to ask, surely?

Queenie

Tom, do you want ME? Or do you want
someone you can MOLD into the girl you
want for yourself?

Tom

Oh God

Queenie

Oh God, indeed. Just get me GIFT CARDS,
Tom, if disappointing ME is killing you

2.
Queenie

I’ve been thinking

Tom

Oh dear. Go on

Queenie

I don’t understand why you don’t want to
introduce me to your colleagues

Tom

What? I didn’t know that you wanted to
meet them. They’re not particularly
interesting



Queenie

Well, I DO, because I’m your GIRLFRIEND,
I’m meant to be a huge part of your life,
and I feel totally hidden away from what
you do every day, and the people you do it
with

Queenie

Are you ashamed of me?

Queenie

Do your colleagues know I’m black?

Tom

What? Why should they?

Queenie

I see

Queenie

It’s fine

Queenie

I’ve decided I don’t want to meet them.
Don’t want to give them a shock

3.
Queenie

I feel like you need to think more about my
orgasms



Tom

Oh, trust me, I do

Queenie

DO you?

Tom

You’re always satisfied, aren’t you?

Queenie

Well, yeah, but how much are you
THINKING about them? But not just
thinking, I mean feeling. Like SOMETIMES
it feels like it’s a chore for you

Tom

Well, it’s not

Queenie

I don’t know, I feel like you’re
concentrating so much on ME that I can’t
just let go. Sometimes I feel like I’m
having an orgasm FOR you

Tom

I don’t understand what your argument is
here

Queenie

Forget it

Tom

Okay



Queenie

What do you mean, “okay”? Don’t you want
to communicate about this?

Tom

I’m in a meeting

Queenie

So am I, Tom, but it’s important that we
talk about these things

When I woke up, it was dusk and my phone was still in my hand. I checked
the screen and saw two texts from Darcy.

Darcy

See you later, Simon’s party starts at nine.
It’s at that bar in Dalston, the one where
he smashed his tooth xxx

Darcy

Should have said, you’ll be late and will
definitely miss the surprise element at
nine, but can you at least get here before
eleven? The venue is kicking us out by
one

I couldn’t bear to eat anything, so watched Insecure and then Atlanta in bed,
then pulled some clothes on and threw a bit of glitter on my face. I got to the
party at ten to eleven, thank you very much, and found Darcy. She was sitting
with Simon, and although it kills me to spend any time with couples, these two
weren’t happy so it didn’t really count. Simon’s age was showing more and more
these days; it looked like Darcy was sitting with an uncle. Not a very old uncle,
more like her dad’s youngest brother or something.

After again drinking more than I’m used to, and on an empty stomach, then
forcing all of Darcy’s friends to form a circle around me while I danced very



sloppily to “LMK” by Kelela, I stumbled o� to the bar to get some water. On
the way there I tripped over my own foot and reached out to steady myself, but
instead of grabbing onto something solid like a table or the back of a chair, I
grabbed onto a thigh. I looked up at its owner, mouth wide open, and locked
eyes with the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

He pulled me back up, mainly so that I would take my weight o� his leg.
“Come on, let’s get me some water?” I said, grabbing his arm. I wasn’t sure I
could make it to the bar alone.

“Er, sure? Yeah, okay,” he said, in the strongest Welsh accent I’d ever heard
and de�nitely wasn’t expecting. Unlike the Irish, who have a long-standing bond
with us since “No Irish No Blacks No Dogs,” I’m not sure how the Welsh feel
about black people, but I decided to go with it. I led him over to the bar, not
entirely sure where this surge of con�dence was coming from. (Probably the
alcohol.)

“I like your, uh, hair. All this,” he said, awkwardly patting the bun on my
head.

“Don’t touch it!” I ducked out of his grasp, losing my footing and falling
again, this time against the bar. He picked me up.

“Sorry, you aren’t meant to touch a black girl’s hair, are you?” He put his
hands in his pockets as if to restrain himself.

“If you could try not to.” I smiled, captivated by his nice face.
Approximately three minutes later, we were kissing against the bar, with the

Welshman pausing to tell me that he’d worked in Cameroon for a year so had a
thing for black girls. I wasn’t sure if his background meant that I was being
fetishized or actually I was just his type, but pushed it to the back of my mind
because he was a good kisser.

Suddenly remembering that I wasn’t in the privacy of my own home, I pulled
away from him and looked across the bar. Many, many people were looking. The
Welshman looked around too.

“Maybe I should come back to yours?” he asked, pressing his hand into my
lower back.



“So. What do you do?” The Welshman slid down next to me in the Uber.
“Does it matter?” I replied, looking out the window as the driver moved o�.

Why was I doing this? Was I so attention-de�cit that I needed this? I knew that I
should probably push him very gently out of the car when it stopped at a tra�c
light, but that meant going home alone. It meant going home alone, getting into
a cold, empty bed, and falling asleep wrapped in Tom’s T-shirt. And I really
didn’t want to do that, not again. Maybe tonight would be good for me, as long
as there were boundaries. No personal details necessary, this was nothing but a
�ing, I told myself. He put a hand on my thigh and moved it higher, digging his
nails into my skin. That’d be a pair of tights gone.

He turned my head to face him, and instead of kissing me on the mouth, bit
me hard on the cheek. At least it sobered me up a bit. He moved his lips to my
mouth and grabbed the back of my head, forcing our faces together. I couldn’t
breathe.

I punched him on the leg in an attempt to make him stop. “Ow! Jesus, you’re
strong. What’s wrong?” he asked. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s not that I don’t like it, more that I can’t breathe,” I told him. “Just ease
o� about thirty percent.”

When we got back to my house, the door was double-locked. Rupert and
Nell were out, so after I’d showed Welshman around the house, he suggested
that we have sex in the living room. This was met with a �rm “no” and a nod to
the horrible sofas.

As I led him up to the bedroom, he smacked my bottom the hardest it has
ever been hit. Now, I am no stranger to pain. I had my hair relaxed every two
months from the age of eleven to twenty-three, and the feeling of your scalp
burning away so that it weeps and scabs over the next day has set me up to deal
with any injury you can throw at me. Sexual or otherwise.

Tom wasn’t so adventurous, but in the last few weeks, I’ve learned a lot about
my preferences and my pain barriers. Spanking, I like it. Hair pulling, I’m not
mad for it, but I’ll take it if you let go of the ponytail if you think it might come
o� in your hand. Biting, I’ve really learned to love it. Choking is dependent on
the choker, and how long his nails are. So on and so forth. When Welshman
pushed me onto the bed, facedown, and hit my bottom with the back of his



hand as hard as he could, I realized that there was a pain that I couldn’t take. I
gritted my teeth and said nothing.

“Take your clothes o�,” he sneered, removing his shirt and then his trousers.
“Hurry up, come on, I haven’t got all day.” I lifted myself onto my knees and,
still facing the pillow, pulled my dress o�, wondering if it had been my
encounter with Adi that had turned me into some sort of male-voice-command-
activated sex-bot.

“Turn around, face me,” he commanded. His tone had changed. I turned
slowly and sat, cross-legged.

“I hope that glitter doesn’t go all over me,” he said, and I went to respond
that it would only improve his look, but he grabbed me gently by the jaw and
shoved his tongue in my mouth. He climbed onto the bed and pushed me onto
my back. He spread my legs and pulled my knickers to the side, penetrating me
with jabbing �ngers and sharp nails.

I made no sound as he leaned down and bit my neck, then my shoulder,
leaving what I knew would be deep, red impressions on my skin. I was in pain,
but still I didn’t cry out, didn’t ask him to stop. I didn’t want him to. This is
what you get when you push love away. This is what you’re left with, I thought.

“Get onto your knees,” Welshman said. “And take your hair down.” I did as I
was told. He knelt behind me and smacked me hard on my thighs. I gritted my
teeth in shock. He did it again. I had to bite into the pillow. I let out a cry of
pain, turning to face him. “Stop your noise, girl,” he growled, digging his nails
into each of my buttocks and parting the cheeks roughly, burying his face
between them. I could add rimming to another of my sexual �rsts, along with
sex in cars, circumcised boys, and questionable e-mails with colleagues.
Temporarily, the pain was numbed by the shock. I squirmed with discomfort,
but instead of taking a second to step out of his own pleasure and see that I
didn’t like what was going on, he reared up and pushed himself into me from
behind.

“Do you like that, Queenie?” Welshman asked, inserting a �nger into a place
that he was dead set on fully exploring before he was �nished with me. Another
�rst. I didn’t say anything.



“I said, do you like that?” He pulled my hair so that my head was whipped
back next to his mouth. I should either wrap it up or take my twists out because
my hair was getting used as a control for my head, which wasn’t what I had in
mind when I bought bundles from the hair shop.

“Yeah, yeah, I like it, I like it, �ne,” I lied, convincing him, and myself. Maybe
I did like it? Maybe this was what I’d been missing with Tom.

“Yes!” Welshman shouted as he came and immediately withdrew, putting his
full weight on my shoulder blades to push himself away from me. He lay next to
me on his back, panting. I turned to look at him and went to put a hand on his
chest.

“I don’t really like people touching me,” he said, moving away and rolling
onto his side to face the wall. I apologized and went to the bathroom. I sat on the
toilet and inspected the raised marks on the outsides of my thighs.

When I went back into the bedroom, he was asleep. I got under the covers,
�ghting for my fair share of the duvet and failing as Welshman’s weight trapped
the majority of it. I fell asleep, somehow.

“Hey.” Someone was shaking me awake.
“Huh? What?” I croaked. “What’s going on?”
“You were just kicking me!” I turned my lamp on and looked over at who the

voice belonged to. “That really hurt, that did,” Welshman said, blinking the light
out of his eyes with his thick lashes.

“Sorry, I was asleep,” I apologized.
“Yeah, I �gured. You were shouting ‘Don’t touch me!’ over and over, I

thought you were possessed,” Welshman said angrily.
“I should have warned you, that happens sometimes,” I explained, sitting up.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. Sorry.”
I reached over to my bedside table and turned my phone over. It was 6:12

a.m. I had a text from Darcy doing her best Mrs. Bennet impression.



Darcy

Who did you leave with? Someone said
you left with Welsh Guy, Fran’s friend from
Oxford? He’s very handsome, isn’t he?
Good prospects too!

Does any person who didn’t go to Oxford care about anyone going there?
“It’s all right, you can make it up to me,” Welshman said, taking my phone

out of my hand. I lay back and let him part my legs, even though I was so
disoriented that I couldn’t yet register how much pain I was in from our earlier
activities.

If I could have fallen asleep as he rutted into me, I would have, but he kept
lifting one leg up and throwing it over his shoulder, then putting that leg down
and the other would go over. At one point it was both; I didn’t know where’d
he’d put which one next, but before I could worry about it, as if by magic he
came, rolled over, and said, “Try not to attack me again, eh.”

I lay there, still, until he started breathing deeply. “Hello?” I whispered.
No reply. He was asleep.
I shu�ed over to him and tucked myself into his back, my heart soaring at the

close human contact that I’d been yearning for so long.
“Can you get o� me?” he said, his accent more pronounced by the annoyance

in his voice.



chapter
SEVEN

“SO THEN WE woke up properly and we had sex again. Four times in total, three
times more than Tom could ever manage. But the third time, anal. Can you
believe it? It was so hot,” I said to Darcy as she added sugar to her mug. “And he
used to play rugby, so has these amazing strong shoulders.” If I pretended the
night had been amazing, maybe I could rewrite the memory of Guy in my head
so that I felt like slightly less of a sex aide to him.

“Do you think the anal thing is because he plays rugby?” she asked.
“What do you mean?” I had no idea what the correlation could be.
“You know! All of that testosterone, and the scrum, and they’re always doing

that thing where they’re bent over waiting for the ball to be passed between the
legs? Their eyes are literally always on bottoms,” Darcy said, putting the milk in
the fridge.

“I think that’s American football, isn’t it? With the bending and the ball
between the legs?” I corrected her despite knowing nothing about any sport.
“Anyway, that’s not the point, the point is that I had actual anal sex. For the �rst
time ever,” I said smugly, hiding a wince as I leaned on my bruised thighs.

“Did you never do it with Tom?”
“What, with Mr. Logic, the man who used to only want to have sex in two

positions? No. Do you ever do it with Simon?”
“Only on Valentine’s Day. It’s my annual gift to him,” Darcy said as we

walked to the meeting room and sat at the table. “Did you like it?”
“I think so. Anyway, he left at about midday, and then came back an hour

later, when I was trying to sleep o� my hangover, to ask for my number. And
despite not wanting to betray Tom by having any sort of long-term thing, I gave



it to him. Tom still isn’t replying, you know,” I said, my tone switching from
matter-of-fact to plain sad.

“Do you think you’ll see Guy again?” Darcy asked, losing her face in her mug
as she took a gigantic gulp of her tea.

“Yes, tell us, do you think you’ll see him again?” Gina asked, taking a seat at
the table. “Or do you think you’ll actually do some work, the work that we’re
paying you to do? Again you haven’t �led your listings.”

“Sorry, Gina,” I said, morti�ed. “I’ll go and do it now, I was just waiting for
someone to check—”

“No, no, you stay,” Gina said, putting a hand on my arm as I got up to leave.
Darcy took the opportunity to slip away, sneaking me an apologetic smile.

“What’s going on?” Gina asked irritably, running a hand through her short
blond hair.

“What do you mean?” I asked, knowing exactly what was coming. I was
surprised this telling-o� had taken so long.

“I mean, what’s wrong with you? You’re being odd. Your behavior,” Gina
said.

“Nothing, Gina, I’m �ne,” I lied, getting up from the table.
“No, no, sit down,” Gina said. I did as I was told. “Don’t lie to me, not when

I’ve taken the time to talk to you about this properly rather than giving you a
written warning.” My heart lurched. “You aren’t �ne. You’ve been late, you keep
getting things wrong, and I know that Leigh keeps covering for you. Last
Wednesday you just didn’t come in?”

I felt the pride in myself and my job that I’d worked so hard to cultivate slip
away. There was no point in lying. “I’m sorry, Gina,” I said to my boss, and
looked at the �oor. “It’s relationship stu�, but that’s no excuse.” Embarrassment
coated my words. “It’s not like anyone has died,” I said. “I’m sorry again. It
won’t keep happening.” I tried to look up and into Gina’s catlike eyes, but
instantly looked down at the table. How could I have let this happen, despite
promising myself that it wouldn’t? Even if, worst-case scenario, I got �red and
had to rebuild the tiny career I’d created, I didn’t have Tom’s �nancial help
anymore, how would I pay my rent? My stomach dropped further than I
thought it could.



“It isn’t �ne. I’ve been there, I know what it’s like, and I know that you have a
habit of minimizing things.” Gina was being nice today, it seemed. “You
mustn’t. Look, Queenie, some advice for you. Whenever I’ve had a huge
upheaval, my mother has always said, ‘Keep one foot on the ground when two
are in the air.’ At least you’ve got your job, and you’ve got a place to live, so try to
keep your focus on those things.”

“So, like, I have three feet in this? Like a tripod?” I asked her.
“You know what I mean.” Gina waved my question away with a �ick of the

wrist. “Why don’t you take a couple of days o�? Go away for the weekend, give
yourself some proper thinking space.”

“I’m okay, really I am. It’s better for me to come to work,” I said, knowing
that I could never a�ord to just go anywhere for the weekend. “I’m not good at
sitting home with nothing to focus on. It’s when the demons come knocking.”

“The o�er always stands. Whenever you need it. I’m sorry to say it, but you
will need to face up to those demons at some point.” She stood up and patted
me on the shoulder. “Now, if you are going to be here, can you get back to
work? Thank you in advance.”

I went back to my desk and sat down ever so gently, vowing that today would
genuinely be the day I stopped fucking about and got on with my job. I breathed
out slowly as my bum touched the seat. Everything from the waist down was so
tender. I worked solidly through to lunch, padding over to Darcy’s desk as soon
as the clock struck one.

“Can you do me a favor? It involves coming with me somewhere,” I said,
trying to sound persuasive.

“Depends,” she said, not looking away from her screen.
“The sexual health clinic,” I said, knowing that I was really testing her

dedication.
“We’ll be waiting for hours,” she said, turning to face me. “And I do care

about your sexual health, but we cannot just disappear for hours.”
“Darcy, do you care about my sexual health?” I asked her. “I’ve been having

more . . . indoor activity than usual recently, and it occurred to me that I should



check that things aren’t going to start falling o�.”
Darcy rolled her eyes. “You sent me an e-mail about ninety minutes ago

telling me that this was the day that you got your act together. Just go at the
weekend?”

“Honestly, it won’t take long,” I pleaded. “And Gina’s calendar says she’s out
of the o�ce this afternoon. I just want company, please, please.”

Two hours later we were sitting in the waiting room of the sexual health clinic
around the corner. When we walked in and were on speaking terms, we’d agreed
that it was the most depressing room either of us had ever been in before we’d
even sat down. The only color came from the dozens of pamphlets that covered
every wall. Darcy was refreshing her work e-mails next to me, and had stopped
talking to me out of anger an hour ago.

“I said it would take hours.” She put her phone in her pocket and turned to
me.

“Only two and a half. It’s a busy time of year, Darcy, I couldn’t predict this.”
“What, November?”
“It’s close to Christmas, everyone is getting jolly!”
“I predicted this, didn’t I? I’m going to go back to work.”
Just as she jumped up to leave, a male nurse came through the doors and, as

expected, screamed my name through the waiting room. “Coming, coming.” I
got up and the nurse smiled at me and walked through the double doors to the
assessment rooms.

I followed him in, my legs beginning to feel wobbly when I was taken into a
room a little too similar to the hospital scanning room. I sat in a squeaky plastic
chair next to an old brown desk. The nurse tapped some things into his
computer.

“Now, it says on the form that it’s your �rst time here?”
“Yes,” I replied.
“At this clinic, or any sexual health clinic?”
“Any,” I told him before my stomach sank slightly. “But I’ve been to the

Lewisham Hospital gynecology unit for something else. Not that that matters.”



“Have you ever been tested before?”
“Never.”
The nurse smiled at me �atly, his gray eyes peering out from behind his

narrow glasses. He took another look at the form I’d �lled in. “So, no symptoms,
just a checkup?”

“Exactly.” Why wasn’t I able to say more than one word? Fear, probably.
“Okay, so I have a few questions,” he said. “It shouldn’t take too long.” I

wanted to turn and run back out to the waiting room. It was exactly times like
this that I realized I was desperately lacking some sort of maternal �gure in my
life. Though there was no way that Aunt Maggie would have accompanied me
here. Ever since I’d said cervix after the gynecology unit, she’d kept a distance.

“So, Queenie. Your last sexual partner. When was that?” the nurse probed
without looking at me.

“Um. Yesterday.”
“And was it a casual partner, or a long-term partner?”
“Casual,” I said.
“Right, okay. And was the sex protected or unprotected?”
“Unprotected.” I crossed and uncrossed my legs.
“And this partner, where were they from? Were they from Africa?” the nurse

asked.
“Were they from . . . Africa?”
“Higher risk of HIV,” the nurse told me.
“Maybe you should explain that. But, no. He was Welsh,” I told him, Guy’s

accent popping into my head. He didn’t say he’d slept with anyone when he’d
worked in Cameroon, so I put it out of my head.

“And was this oral, vaginal, or anal sex?”
“Um. The latter two. And all three for him. But you probably don’t need to

know that. You know what I mean. Sorry.”
“Don’t worry, it’s good to know as much as possible.” The nurse smiled and

typed some things into the computer.
“And the partner before that. When was that?” he asked, turning back to me.
“Um. Three days before that,” I said quickly.
“And is that a casual partner or a long-term partner?”



“That partner was also casual.”
“Okay, great,” the nurse said. I suspected that he did not think it was great.

“Protected or unprotected?”
“Unprotected.”
“Okay. And was he from Africa?” More tapping into the computer. I could

swear it was getting faster.
“From the nebulous Africa? No. He was just  .  .  . white? Sorry, is white

o�ensive to you? Should I say . . . Caucasian?”
“White is �ne,” he said. “And before that?”
I counted on my �ngers. “A week and a half before that?”
“Was the partner—”
“Casual,” I responded.
“Okay, thank you. And was the sex—”
“Unprotected. Not African.” I nodded.
“And before—”
“One week before that, casual, unprotected, not African.”
“Okay, I think I get the picture.” The nurse scratched his head and began to

type. “. . . So, I’m going to test you for HIV, gonorrhea, chlamydia.”
“Please could I have a pregnancy test?” I asked the nurse, looking at the �oor

as I did.
“It says here that you have an IUD �tted?”
“I do, but, I’ve been, uh—” I couldn’t get the words out. “I’ve, uh—” I could

feel something in my throat.
“You’ve been pregnant?” The nurse said what I couldn’t. I nodded.
“I think I’m just from a very fertile family! Ha.” A nervous shot of laughter

escaped from my mouth.
“Okay, well, we can do the pregnancy test afterward. Would you pop your

jogging bottoms o� and jump on the exam table?” I’d come prepared this time.
The nurse steered me toward the table, told me that he was going to get a

female nurse to “chaperone,” and drew a curtain around me. I wasn’t sure why
he was trying to spare me any dignity when he was about to be poking around
inside me.



The chaperone came in: a young mixed-raced girl with loose curls that
reminded me of my mum’s and the sort of cheekbones that could cut you.
Again, chair, stirrups, edging my bottom to the end of the table until my vagina
was almost touching the nurse’s nose.

I gritted my teeth as he touched me. He inhaled sharply.
“So, Queenie. As well as the marks on your thighs, I’m also seeing some

internal bruising. . . .” He went farther in, and I bit down on my phone to stop
myself from crying out.

“There’s also some tearing. Do you know how you might have sustained
these injuries?” The nurse leaned back and lifted his glasses so that they rested in
his hair. I looked at the chaperone, whose face was one of abject horror, as
though she’d just witnessed a car crash or a drive-by.

“Um, just some rough sex, I guess?” I o�ered.
“This is very severe bruising.” The nurse leaned back and removed his latex

gloves. “You can pop your legs down now. It’ll be far too painful for me to insert
a speculum. My colleague and I are going to step out. You pop your bits back on,
and I’ll come back in for a chat. Don’t go anywhere.”

The nurse came back in as I was staring at the clear plastic drawer full of
pregnancy tests and weighing the pros and cons of being caught stealing a
handful.

“Do you have anyone here with you?” he asked, pulling some pamphlets out
of his desk.

“Er, my work best friend came with me, but she’s gone back to work.”
“And what about your mother, is she around?”
“No, she’s no—” I began. “Do you talk to your mum about your sex life?”
“I see your point, but I need to check. This work best friend, is she somebody

that you can con�de in?”
“Yeah, I guess so. Why? That’s quite dramatic.” I laughed nervously again.
“Well, I have concerns about those injuries, Queenie. They are largely

consistent with sexual violence.”



The nurse put the pamphlets on his desk, and although they were upside
down, I read the words victim support.

“Oh God, no, I’m not trying to cover up for some abusive boyfriend,
honestly,” I said.

“You know, this is a con�dential space, and we can absolutely steer you
toward the right support—”

“I’m �ne, really. Trust me, I would say.” I looked the nurse in the eye very
sincerely. “I don’t have an abusive boyfriend. I can’t even get anyone to take me
on a date,” I joked uncomfortably.

“I’ll take your word for it, but I’m going to need you to come back in a
couple of weeks. In the meantime, I think you ought to refrain from any sort of
sexual activity. Now, let’s get you a pregnancy test before you leave.”

The pregnancy test was negative, so we can thank goodness for small mercies.
Not entirely sure whose it would even be at this point, but it certainly wouldn’t
be Tom’s. As I walked back to the o�ce, I opened our message thread again. He
hadn’t said anything to me in forever. How had so many weeks passed without a
word? I rushed back to the o�ce to try to do an hour’s work, thinking about
how (im?)possible it would be to refrain from sex for a fortnight. What was
happening to me? I was meant to be taking this time to get better and to work
on being a nice girlfriend so that when Tom and I reunited, I’d be normal; but
instead, I was just having sex with everyone. This break isn’t going the way I
thought it would. I wonder if Tom is su�ering as much as I am? I hope so.

I made my way to the smoking area before going back into work and facing
the wrath of Darcy, but saw Ted lurking in the corner, so went to sneak into the
o�ce. He must have sensed my presence; he looked up and came over. I put a
cigarette to my lips.

“You’ve been avoiding me, Queenie.”
I lit it and looked at him. “I haven’t been avoiding you, Ted.” I exhaled.
“Oh, but you have. . . . You can’t lie to me.”
I turned away from him and took another drag on my cigarette. I was having

too many feelings that I couldn’t keep ahold of, and another man and what he



wanted from me was the last thing I needed.
“Hey, talk to me?” Ted said, standing directly in front of me and putting

both hands on my arms the way he had when we �rst spoke. It was the very
worst timing, bumping into him after a trip to the sexual health clinic that had
left me feeling so vulnerable. My bottom lip trembled. “Let’s go for a walk, get
some proper air,” Ted said, taking my hand.

We walked in silence until we got to the park, stopping by the precarious
bench. I hoped that he didn’t want us to sit on it. If it collapsed, that would
really be the end of my entire bottom half.

“Tell me what’s wrong?” Ted asked, lighting a cigarette. Smoking was going
to kill either one or both of us.

“It’s just all a big mess,” I said, feeling him reach for my hand. I pulled it away.
“Ah. Those boy problems you mentioned. Ongoing?” he asked gently.
“You’re not the person I should be talking to about all of this,” I said, playing

with my hair.
“You can trust me,” he said. “I promise to stay objective.”
“Ha, sure,” I snorted in Ted’s face, and watched it crumple the way that

Tom’s would when I inevitably and deliberately said something to push him
away.

“We’re meant to be on a break,” I said to Ted, and took a deep breath. “When
I stepped on your foot, the day I �rst saw you in the lift, I was about to move out
of the �at I shared with my boyfriend. And I haven’t spoken to him since,
because he wants us not to speak for a while, but obviously I still feel so guilty
every time I e-mail you or see you because even though I don’t know you, you
make me feel excited, which is probably really intense, but also I know it’s
because there’s some rebound energy in me even though it’s not a proper
breakup, and I don’t know when he’s going to call me and tell me that he’s ready
to go back to how things were, but I know deep down that he is. So.” I took a
breath. “I’m trying not to get involved in anything that could be serious, because
that would feel like I was cheating on someone that I worked so hard to let in
after a childhood of negative reinforcement from the men around me.” I looked
at Ted, expecting him to turn on the heels of his polished brogues and run away.
“I told you. It’s all a mess.”



“I don’t mind a bit of mess,” Ted said, weaving his �ngers through mine. I
tried to pull my hand away, but he held on. “That’s not so bad, is it?” I looked at
him and shook my head. It had been so long since somebody had touched me
gently. He �icked his cigarette away and put his other hand on the back of my
head.

“Don’t touch my hair,” I whispered, priorities always in place. He kissed me
softly, running his free hand down to my neck, then my back. As he kissed my
neck and moved his hands around mine, a wave of guilt threw me from him.

“Sorry, that’s too intimate,” I said to him.
“What?”
“It doesn’t feel right.” I stepped away. “I think it’s best that you stay away

from me. I don’t want to drag you into stu�.”
“You can’t just decide that, Queenie,” Ted sco�ed. “See it from my point of

view. I meet this beautiful girl who works in my building and within about three
seconds realize that she’s brilliant, that she’s someone I want to spend all my
time with, and touch, and kiss, and .  .  .” He leaned down and kissed me again,
pulling me into him.

I’m always worrying about my lips compared with the lips of the person I’m
going to kiss, because as it stands, mine have always been the bigger lips, and
kissing someone with no lips or small lips is just so sad. Even though Ted’s lips
weren’t very big, they were very good. But it wasn’t just how his lips felt, it was
how he made me feel. I felt how I did when someone actually cared about me,
and that really fucking frightened me. I pulled away again and looked at him.
“Please listen to what I’ve said! I can’t do this.” I let go of his hand and walked
away.



chapter
EIGHT

I WENT BACK to the sexual health clinic after two vaginally restorative weeks of
no sex. Darcy refused to come with me this time, something about “needing to
work harder,” “job security,” and “deadlines.” She didn’t need to be worrying so
close to Christmas; the o�ce was half-empty. I sat in an observation room alone
reading a pamphlet on chlamydia until a health advisor came in for a chat.

This last fortnight, pretending that I’m okay has been the performance of a
lifetime. I haven’t been �red yet, I’ve only been late when Gina isn’t in, I haven’t
made any visible mistakes (mainly because Chuck, the intern, is now
begrudgingly covering for me, in place of Leigh), and I’ve been working late
most evenings.

One positive to the no sex is that I’ve been taking proper care of my hair. Shea
butter, coconut oil, and rosewater blend to condition, and spritzing it every
other day to keep it moisturized. I have so much discipline when I’m not worrying
about men, I thought as my phone pinged.

Unknown

We had fun the other night, didn’t we?

I always spoke too soon when it came to these things.

Queenie

Could you be a bit more specific?



Unknown

I came to yours and fucked you
senseless?

Queenie

Which day?

Unknown

Saturday

Queenie

Which Saturday? Could you remind me of
the date?

Unknown

Christ alive, girl, how many boys have you
had in your bed? It’s Guy

Queenie

Oh! Guy! Sorry, yes, we did have fun, sure

Guy

I’m hankering after your arse again.
There’s a lot I wanted to do to you

Queenie

Oh well, that’s sweet. How’s work and
everything?

Guy

If I wanted to talk about work I would
have sent a text to my mum. When are
you free?



Queenie

For?

Guy

I want to come round, obviously. Give you
a second dose

“Hello, Queenie, sorry to have kept you waiting. I’m Elspeth, a health advisor
here at the clinic. How are you?” A slim, pale woman with almost-white blue
eyes and gray hair chopped into a harsh bowl cut sat opposite me.

I put my phone away as she started tapping into the computer on her desk. I
didn’t want this woman to advise me; she looked like she was going to tell me
o�, like she’d heard it all in the sixties and was tired of it.

“Um. I’m �ne?” I seemed to ask her. “They told me to come back?”
Elspeth’s lips tightened. “It doesn’t look like you’re �ne.” What was on that

computer? “I’m reading over your notes.” She clicked the mouse a few times and
leaned toward the screen. “The last time you came in here, you had vaginal
bruising, some anal tearing, and bruises on your bottom and thighs, which
meant that you weren’t able to have a full examination.”

“Ah, but at least I had my pride,” I said, looking down at my shoes.
“I also see here that you haven’t been using protection, and have been

sleeping with multiple partners,” she said, still looking at the screen. “Is there a
bit more to the story here?”

“Nope.”
“You know, we don’t o�er counseling here, but we can refer you to the right

service.” Tapping again. Why wouldn’t she look at me? “If you’re in an abusive
relationship, if somebody is forcing you to sell your body for sex, then—”

“Your colleague implied this two weeks ago, and I found it very o�ensive,” I
said, �nally �nding my voice. “This is ridiculous. I had some sex with a guy who
just got a bit carried away, that’s all.”

“Was the sex consensual?”
“Yes, it was! My God, listen to me! If I were in danger I would say!” I

squawked angrily, then grumbled, “You’re all so judgmental.”



“Well, I’ve got to do my job, Queenie,” Elspeth clucked at me. “Besides, your
ethnic group puts you at a higher risk of being in an abusive relationship. No
need to be so shrill. I’ll update the �le.” Tap tap tap. “And a word of warning,”
Elspeth said. “Being on the IUD actually makes you more likely to contract a
sexually transmitted infection. Use protection if you’re going to have such varied
and frequent sex.”

“Is any of that science?” I asked her, putting on my coat.
“Yes. Go down the corridor to room three. A nurse is waiting to examine

you.”

The test was okay, but still suitably uncomfortable. I made my way to lunch with
Cassandra afterward. I was �ne; I didn’t know why all of these nurses were so
worried, and so rude. Elspeth could try to be a little more approachable, maybe
that way she wouldn’t need to basically waterboard information out of me.

I squeezed my way into the crowded café, pirouetting clumsily between
strollers and trying not to sweep babycinos o� tables with my coat. I spotted
Cassandra in the corner.

“Hello, sorry I’m late!” I said, trying to remove my scarf as it got tangled in
my twists. Eventually, having made it worse, I gave up and sat opposite her, half
of my face covered by fabric.

“What’s new?” she said, pouring me a glass of water. “Still making your way
through all of the men on OkCupid?”

“What?” I spluttered.
“I’m only teasing, don’t take it personally!” Cassandra laughed. “Casual sex is

a perfectly normal coping mechanism.”
“. . . Everything is �ne,” I said, forcing a smile.
“So. I think I’ve met someone?” she said, smirking as she took a delicate sip of

her co�ee. It was these almost imperceptible actions of hers—the smirking, the
faux coyness—that made me cringe and also question our friendship. But, if I
was anything, I was loyal. And she couldn’t help but be low-key the worst, I
reminded myself regularly.



“Who?” I said, taking a giant gulp of water. It’s never great, losing a fellow
single friend to a relationship; but given that Cassandra spends most of the time
we’re together either judging or psychoanalyzing me, her locking herself away
with a boyfriend was no bad thing. I �ddled with my scarf as she told me about
this amazing new boy she’d met at the Design Museum. “As I was looking at this
installation on colored wool, he sidled up next to me. I thought I was in the way
so moved aside, but he moved closer and told me that I was more interesting
than anything he’d seen that day.” Joy shone out of her, and a pang of jealousy
spiked through me. “So we just left the museum, went for a co�ee and spoke so
much that co�ee turned into dinner, then dinner turned into him walking me
home.” I was wide-eyed with wonder. I thought that being walked home only
happened in �lms.

“But we didn’t have sex,” Cassandra continued. “I’ve decided that I’m not
having penetrative sex with someone until I’ve decided for sure that I’m into
him. He didn’t mind that, though.” She put a hand to her chest. “We spoke
about it, and he said that it was admirable, in this age of instant sex. We fell
asleep hugging, Queenie. Properly wrapped around each other, with my head on
his chest and his hands stroking my hair and face. It was so nice.”

“And have you seen him again?” I asked when given a second to speak.
“We’ve seen each other every day for the last two weeks!” She raised an

eyebrow smugly.
“No wonder I haven’t heard from you!” I said, jealousy now �ooding every

bit of space in my body.
“He comes to meet me after work and we walk back to mine, or dinner,

cinema, you know, just nice date things.” Just nice date things. What were those?
“I think the sex will happen soon, though,” Cassandra said coyly.

“Well, I’m really happy for you, Cassandra.” I forced a smile. “Let’s see what
he looks like?” I pulled out my phone and tapped the Facebook icon.

“He’s like me, he doesn’t have any social media, so no stalking, I’m afraid,”
Cassandra said turning my phone over. “But rest assured, he’s very good-
looking. Anyway. Should we eat? I’m starving.” She opened her menu.

“I’m not hungry, actually. Lost my appetite,” I said, taking another sip of
water. My head felt cloudy and my stomach didn’t feel much better.



“It just goes to show, doesn’t it? All that worry I had about me not
connecting with someone, and look!” Cassandra squealed.

“It’s so great, really!” I said quietly. “When are we going to meet him?”
“Soon.” She seemed to hesitate for a second. “I’m going to do things the

other way round, get him to meet the family �rst, I think, then friends. How’s
work, by the way?”

“It’s �ne.” I shrugged. “It’s frustrating, sometimes. You know, I really care
about things, and when I pitch something to her, Gina always tells me it’s not
good enough.”

“What things speci�cally?” Cassandra asked.
“Black Lives Matter things.”
“What is it you said to me when you were going for your interview? ‘Even if

they don’t pay me, it doesn’t matter, because my presence in the room will be
enough,’ ” she recalled.

I nodded, remembering why I put up with Cassandra’s cons. There were
clearly a few pros.

“Well, if you care, you’ve got to keep pushing it. It’s important, and it’s why
you took this job in the �rst place. How are you for money, by the way?”

“Ah,” I said, embarrassed by what I was gearing myself up to ask. “I’m so, so
sorry to ask, but could you transfer me just a tiny bit to take me over to payday? I
get paid earlier because of Christmas, so I can pay you back soon.” I was
ashamed but also relieved that she’d asked before I could beg her.

“Don’t worry about that, just add it to the tab. What would you do without
me?” Cassandra smirked, �ipping her golden-brown hair almost violently.

On the way home, I texted Guy. He came round that night, had sex with my
body twice, and left. We didn’t use protection again. I needed to take this
seriously and not self-sabotage. The last thing I needed adding to my unclear
relationship situation was an STI. What was wrong with me? I wished at this
point I cared about myself enough to try to answer the question.



“Bruv, this club is dead,” Kyazike shouted in my ear. “Shit music, the drinks cost
nu�, everyone is looking at us like we’re aliens.” She gestured around the venue
at the trendy boys and girls who would brie�y stop blathering away in their own
worlds to glance at us, the only people of color in the club, with suspicion. I
looked around the dingy room lit by fuzzy red lighting that bothered my eyes, its
close black walls making it feel smaller than it was. It smelled tangy, and Kyazike
and I slid across the wet �oor whenever we tried to move. I’d only come out
because Kyazike had told me that our best years were almost behind us and that
I especially needed to have some fun.

“This is what happens when white people come into an area and make it
tame,” Kyazike shouted above the music.

“Gentri�cation.” I nodded sadly.
“What?” Kyazike asked before downing the remaining half a glass of

champagne.
I leaned over and repeated what I’d said in her ear, my voice straining over the

buzzing EDM. Kyazike gestured that we go outside, so we got up and walked to
the smoking area and stood huddled under a heater. She kissed her teeth. “Rah.
Gen-tri-�-ca-tion, yeah?” She sounded the word out. “So gentrification is the
reason I’ve wasted my makeup?” She looked at me. “And I wore my best shoes.”

“I didn’t want to come here, you’re the one who chose it!” I protested.
Kyazike gently moved my head away from the heater so that my hair didn’t

catch �re. “Yeah, but you’re the one who lives in Brixton, you should have
warned me, innit,” she said, pursing her lips.

I laughed. “I can’t keep up with all of Brixton’s changes.”
“Queenie. You’re Caribbean. Brixton is you lot’s domain. You should know

what’s going on in your area. The same way that I’m African, and Peckham is
my lot’s domain. I know what’s happening in Peckham,” Kyazike informed me.

“So why didn’t you choose somewhere in your domain?” I asked her.
“I need to broaden my horizons, break out of the ends. My search for Mr.

Right continues and I ain’t �nding him in Peckham,” she said, reading a message
on her phone. “But true say this club is too dead for me. My cousins are at a rave
on Old Kent Road, you want to come?”



We went to slide our way inside and were stopped by a drunk girl with short
pink hair who reached out and ran her hands through my twists as if they
weren’t attached to my scalp. “OhmygodIlovethemsomuuuch!” she gasped,
mesmerized.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Kyazike said, grabbing the girl
by the wrist and pushing her hand away. “You can’t do that!”

“Oh my God,” the girl whimpered, clutching her wrist as if Kyazike had
snapped it.

“Don’t fucking touch people like they’re your property!” Kyazike shouted at
the girl. “You dickhead.”

The girl’s friends hurried around her and cooed over her drunkenly as
Kyazike and I started to walk away, me tucking my hair into my scarf so that we
didn’t have a repeat performance.

“What’s going on here?” A bouncer with dyed red hair that matched a tight
T-shirt that strained over his muscles appeared suddenly from the darkness and
put each of his giant hands on mine and Kyazike’s shoulders.

“Eh, take your hands o� me.” Kyazike stepped away from him. “Ask her
what’s going on.” She gestured at my handler.

“I was only being nice,” the blond girl said, looking with big blinking eyes at
the bouncer.

“Right, you two, you’ll have to leave.” The bouncer put his hand back on
Kyazike’s shoulder and pushed us toward the door.

“We’re leaving your shit club anyway,” Kyazike told him. “But if you like
your clientele reaching out to touch black people like we’re animals in a petting
zoo, then fair play, innit.”

Kyazike went o� to Old Kent Road while I sat on the bus home, absolutely
astonished and yet still not entirely shocked by what had happened in the club.
It was unfair, whichever way you looked at it, and was pretty indisputable
evidence that even in Brixton, where we were meant to be the majority, we
weren’t. Another reminder that we and our needs didn’t matter. Before I got o�
the bus, I made an internal list of people who could touch my hair:

1. Me



2. A hairdresser

3. That’s it, that’s the whole list



chapter
NINE

THE DAY WAS dragging. Darcy was on a pre-Christmas break with her family,
and I was too exhausted by life to try to talk to anybody else in my o�ce, so my
only interaction was with Chuck the intern. He kept asking me to join him for
co�ee, and I kept �nding more inventive ways of saying no. He, more than
anyone, needs to learn that you can’t have everything you want. Why wasn’t I
this much of a beacon for men when I was a teenager? It would have undone
years of damage caused by being the funny friend in a group of desirable
blondes, brunettes, and redheads. I was about to go and make my millionth cup
of tea for something to do when I got an e-mail from Ted.

On Tuesday, 11th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk)>
wrote at 16:21:

Can I talk to you?

I eschewed the pull of him and carried on with a new pitch to Gina since
none of the others had been good enough. When I felt ready, I printed my pitch
and made my way to Gina’s o�ce. I walked in quietly and closed the door
behind me.

“What have you got for me?” Gina asked without looking away from her
screen.

I took a deep breath to steel myself before I started. “It’s called ‘Trigger
Thumbs.’ ”

“What?” Gina asked, turning to face me.
“It’s a piece about liberals who tweet traumatic content.”



“And what’s the content of the piece, once we get beyond your wordplay?”
“Well, basically, it’s about how people post all of these horrifying stories

about rape, sexual abuse, kidnapping, bombings, school shootings, basically
everything bad that has happened, without thinking about how it will a�ect
anyone who sees.”

“Who are these people who are posting?” Gina asked, going back to her
screen.

“Well, mainly all of these liberal white journalists who can a�ord to work in
journalism because their ric—”

“Careful.”
“Okay, well, how about—” I tried to change tack.
“You need more of a hook, either way.”
“Right. Well, what if the hook is the Me Too movement? Loads of people

were posting their stories of sexual assault without thinking about how women
who didn’t feel like they could spe—”

“Way too long ago now.”
“Um, okay.” I �oundered. “How about—”
“How about for the blog you look back at, say, ten of the best black dresses

Me Too movement supporters have worn at awards ceremonies?”
“Seriously?” I asked.
“Yes,” Gina said. “It’s Christmas season and people need chic party dresses.

Good to attach some moral standing to it.”
“But, I—” I started. What was the point?
“By Friday morning, please.”

After work I headed to my grandparents’ house to meet my little cousin, Diana,
for babysitting duties despite telling Aunt Maggie that Diana was mature
enough to look after me.

I only agreed to it because Maggie needed someone to hang out with Diana
while she went on her �rst date since the divorce �ve hundred years ago, and I
felt like I should support that in any way I could, even if it meant spending an
entire evening being berated by a teenager I was a bit scared of.



When I got there, the front door was open and Diana was sitting on the stairs
while Maggie held a �nger a millimeter away from her face and spoke to her
through gritted teeth.

“Diana.” My aunt placed emphasis on the �rst syllable of my cousin’s name
as she always did when Diana was in trouble. “You need to pay attention to
things, and not just think about how to answer back. I’ve spoken to your
teachers about it, and even they tell me that all you do is sit on your phone. You
think that’s why I bought it for you, so you can spend all day at school looking at
people doing makeup? You have to learn.”

“I am learning!” Diana said. “I watch makeup tutorials, and now I know how
to do makeup looks? I did your makeup for your date, Mum.” Diana rolled her
eyes.

“That’s not what I mean!” Maggie turned to face me. She looked nice, don’t
get me wrong, but she didn’t look like her. That’s what �ve layers of foundation
and two sets of fake eyelashes will do.

“Queenie, Mum has a headache, so you can’t stay here.” Maggie walked to
the door and pushed her feet into a pair of leopard-print boots with heels at least
six inches high.

“Can you walk in those?” I asked.
“I’m going to have to try.” She winked as she walked through the door.

“Behave for your cousin. Don’t spend all your time on your phone, and don’t
have chicken and chips from Morley’s for dinner again,” Maggie directed at her
daughter. “Bye, both, wish me luck.”

“What would our Lord and Father say about you going on dates, Maggie?” I
asked.

“Don’t be so blasphemous!” Maggie said. “Besides, he’s a pastor.”
I turned to look at Diana and shouted into the ether: “Grandma, is it okay if

me and Diana stay he—”
“No!” our grandmother shouted back from the kitchen. We left, and as we

walked down the road, I asked Diana if she wanted to walk or get the bus. She
stopped and looked at me with tightened lips, a face I hadn’t realized every
woman in my family could master, and from such a young age. We got the bus.

“And are you hungry?” I asked, taking my duties seriously.



“No, I had Morley’s earlier, some sweets on the way to Grandma’s, and four
Crunchies.”

“That’s not dinner, though, is it? You’ll need something more �lling than
sugar. I don’t have anything at home, so we’ll have to go to the supermarket. I’ll
get you an oven pizza or something?” I suggested, not sure how to talk to her.

“I’ll be �ne,” Diana replied, unlocking her phone. She sucked in her cheeks
and took a sel�e.

“I really think we should get you something, You can’t just live o� sweets.
You’ll turn into one,” I said, realizing how old I sounded.

“. . . what? Why are you talking to me like I’m some baby? Hello? I’m �fteen,
Queenie. Anyway, I don’t eat things like pizza. It’s just too much of one thing.
Can’t you cook proper food?” she asked, not taking her eyes o� her re�ection on
the phone’s screen.

The next few hours were �lled with Diana picking up and putting down every
single thing in my room. Mainly snickering, but also taking pictures of things to
show her friends on Snapchat with the caption “LOOOOL.” Diana tried out
my small range of makeup and told me that it wasn’t good enough to create a
“look.” She went through my wardrobe and informed me that all of my clothes
were too “granny” for me. She knocked over my jewelry stand and sent rings,
necklaces, and earrings �ying everywhere, then knocked my lamp o� of my
bedside table, smashing the bulb.

“What is this?” Diana said, picking up a �lm camera of our granddad’s that
I’d found in his shed and had used for a bit when I was in my photographer
phase. “Because this can’t be a camera, I can’t even see what I’m looking at.”

“That’s because you’re not looking in the view�nder,” I hu�ed.
“What’s that, though?”
“The view�nder,” I said, pointing at it. “Look, here, look in that. Wait, don’t

take a pic—” Click. “Don’t worry, I guess I needed to �nish that �lm anyway.” Is
this what being a parent is like? I thought brie�y, a thought of mine and Tom’s
once-upon-a-baby creeping in.

“Where’s the picture?” Diana stared at me.



“I’ll give it to you when I get the �lm developed,” I reassured her, taking the
camera away.

“The what?” I’d never seen her look more confused.
“Look, do you want to watch something on my laptop?” I said, opening it up

and putting it in front of her.
She pretended to be watching Fresh Prince, but actually tweeted: “Queenie is

SO boring that spending time with her feels like this,” accompanied by a picture
of a skeleton, from the o�cial Daily Read Twitter account, which was the �nal
straw. I took the laptop away and password-protected it when she was in the
bathroom.

In an attempt to get her to stay still and not touch anything or critique me
any further, I cooked her a pizza. As predicted, she �nished it all. When it got to
nine, I called Maggie, but her phone was o�. I tried again at nine-thirty, still
nothing. I gave Diana one of my favorite books to read, promising her that she’d
love it, then arguing about why Angus, Thongs, and Full-Frontal Snogging was
worth reading despite the confusing title. She started reading it while I stared at
her, smiling encouragingly; satis�ed when she started laughing, I checked my
work e-mail.

On Tuesday, 11th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 21:40:

I think you need to let yourself be happy. You’re waiting for some guy who should respect you
enough to at least contact you. But look, I’m here telling you how I feel.

On Tuesday, 11th December, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 21:42:

Ted. I’m not quite sure what your motives are here. I’ve said before, we don’t really know each
other. And as for “some guy,” my boyfriend will get in touch soon. Can you not see how this in itself
is more drama than either of us needs?

On Tuesday, 11th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 21:43:

I wouldn’t keep you waiting.



I looked over at Diana, and she’d fallen asleep with the book on her face. I
should have realized from the silence. I tried Maggie one more time, but when
she didn’t answer, I moved Diana so that she was under the quilt. This woke her,
because when I turned the light o� and got in next to her, she turned to me.

“Queenie. I need a headscarf,” she whispered. “I won’t be able to sleep
properly without one.”

“Oh. Sorry for waking you up,” I said, reaching into my bedside table for my
spare headscarf. “Here you go.”

I heard her tie it in the dark, then she was silent. I closed my eyes.
“What happened to your boyfriend?” Diana’s words cut through the

darkness. I thought that if I stayed quiet, she’d think I’d fallen asleep. “The white
boy,” she pressed on. “The one who wasn’t, like, handsome, but kinda cute in,
like, a white bae kind of way.”

“Tom?” I yielded.
“Yeah. Where’s he gone?”
“We’re on a break,” I said �rmly.
“So you’ve broken up?”
“Nope. A break, like, some time out,” I corrected her. “It’s what adults do.”
“Well, have some you time, I guess. Anyway, it’s like my mum says. Men will

just drain you.” I was worried she’d recite Maggie’s speech from the hospital.
“You need to be ready before you let them come into your life. Maybe you
weren’t ready.”

Was she old enough to be talking like this?

Queenie

Tom, this is shit. I miss you. It’s been
almost three months. Have you had
enough time yet?

He replied the next afternoon.



Tom

I’m sorry

After work, I met Ted in the park.



chapter
TEN

On Thursday, 13th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 17:21:

My mind is racing. x

On Thursday, 13th December, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 17:32:

Why? Calm down.

On Thursday, 13th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 17:36:

I’m being paranoid about everything. x

On Thursday, 13th December, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 17:40:

Like what? Nobody saw us.

On Thursday, 13th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 17:41:

What if they saw my hands up your skirt?? What if I’m put on some sort of register?

On Thursday, 13th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 17:43:

Sorry, I’m just being stupid. I just can’t believe it happened, after everything. x



On Thursday, 13th December, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 17:50:

Don’t worry about it. We couldn’t have been more covert.

He was annoying me now. I had loads of stu� to �nish.

On Thursday, 13th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 17:55:

How are you feeling? x

On Thursday, 13th December, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 18:03:

Busy. Guilty.

Various stranger sex, �ne. Catching feelings, not �ne.
On the way back from work, I battled my way through Oxford Street and

bought a present for Tom. Partly out of guilt, but mainly out of ritual. There
were certain things I wouldn’t let slide, break or not. I’m trying to gear myself up
to spending the “happy holidays” without him and his family for the �rst time in
three years. At least I don’t have to choose his presents for his parents anymore.
Or put up with casual family racism.

•  •  •

It was my second Christmas with Tom’s family. The novelty of a proper
Christmas meal had worn o� after last year, but I was still surprised by how
many trimmings there were and that pork wasn’t just allowed in the house, but
was allowed to be wrapped in another form of pork and eaten in one bite-size go.

“Now, here’s what we should do,” Tom’s aunt said. “We’re going to play a
game. Found it in the attic.” She blew dust o� of a board game and placed it on
the co�ee table in the middle of the room.

“Oh, I love a Christmas game!” Tom’s mum said. “Let me go and get some
pens and paper. You can take score, can’t you, Stephen?” she said to her brother.



“Yes indeed.” He inched forward in his seat and hitched his trousers up at the
knees. “We’ll need to get into teams, though,” he said, looking around the room.

I looked over at Tom to signal that we’d be teammates, but he was deep in
conversation with his brother.

“How will we split this? I think . . .” Stephen said slowly, “that we should do
dark shirts versus light shirts.” My heartbeat started to quicken. “What does
everyone think?”

“Great!” Tom’s dad said, looking down at his white shirt. “That’s easy
enough!”

I looked down at my white dress. “I’ll be with you, then,” I said, getting up to
sit next to him.

“Mmm, not so fast, Queenie!” Stephen said. I felt my cheeks �ush with heat.
“Maybe you should keep score.” He smirked.

“I’m wearing a white dress,” I said, my voice very small.
“But technically there’s a bit more dark on you.” He laughed, looking around

the room in the hope that everyone would join in.
“She’ll be on my team, Stephen,” Tom’s dad said, �ashing me a consolatory

smile.

•  •  •



chapter
ELEVEN

WHAT WAS IT about Christmastime and couples? It was making me completely
miserable. Admittedly I was at a Hanukkah party, but the Christmas sentiment
still stood. Everyone in this gigantic Islington townhouse was in a pair but me.
And Cassandra. Saying that, they were all over �fty, so they’d had a bit of a head
start to �nd someone, and half of them were on their second marriages.

Cassandra’s dad, the only adult man I’d ever trusted and also probably the
actual main reason I endured Cassandra, asked me where Tom was every time he
�itted past, tray in hand, and he �nally stood still long enough for me to say, “We
went on a break, Jacob. In October. But he won’t speak to me. He said he
needed three months, but I think he needs more time. In your experience, how
long are these things meant to last?” When Jacob looked at me in surprise, I
removed the toothpick that I’d been chewing on from my mouth and spiked an
olive with it angrily.

“Oh, you poor, poor dear. And how are you feeling?” Jacob abandoned his
serving duties and sat down next to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. All of
the couples in the room turned to look at me.

“I feel lost. And confused,” I said quietly. “I thought that after a week
without me, he’d be banging down my door.” I popped the olive into my mouth
and turned to Cassandra on the other side of me, waiting for her to weigh in.
She may as well not have been in the room because her eyes darted toward the
door every three seconds as she waited for this new demigod boyfriend to get
here.

“It’ll work itself out if it’s meant to,” Jacob said softly. “Oho! I think
something is burning!” He jumped up and left the room, heading toward the



kitchen.
“Hello? Cassandra?” I waved my hands in my friend’s face. “Remember me?

You invited me here because we’ve been close for many years, and coming to
Hanukkah is a tradition? You could actually talk to me!”

“I’m nervous, Queenie,” Cassandra said to me, folding and then unfolding
her arms. “This is the �rst time that I’ve had a boyfriend long enough for him to
meet the whole family, and you know what my family are like. All neurotic and
�appy.” She stood up and smoothed the back of her dress. “How does it look?”

“Sounds like my family. Your bum?” I asked. “Fine? Nice, even.”
“No, Queenie, my dress. He bought it for me, and I want to check that it’s

okay.” I inspected the item in question, a barely describable plain black pinafore.
“Cassandra, are you losing your mind?” I asked, pulling her back down by

the arm. “You look great, but it shouldn’t matter anyway. Calm down. He’ll get
here and he’ll love what you’re wearing. Even if it is because he bought it. Which
I think is weird.” I lowered my voice before I asked my next question. “Have you
even had sex yet?” Cassandra jumped up as though I’d thrown a bomb under her
bottom. All of the adults stopped talking and turned to look at us.

“We’re just going to get a drink!” she announced to the room, and pulled me
into the kitchen. Jacob passed us on the way out, the tray seemingly attached to
his hand now �lled with steaming mini sausage rolls.

“Pork!” he said, tutting. “We’re terrible Jews, I know.” He groaned.
“Can you not talk about my relationship so crudely, Queenie?” Cassandra

whispered, placing her phone face upward on the marble counter. “Things are
going so well for me for the �rst time in ages, and, it’s not about sex, it’s about
me getting to know someone, the connection.”

“Yes, yes, the connection, I know,” I mimicked her. “So you and this dream
boyfriend, you haven’t had sex yet?”

“Can you get your mind out of the gutter?” she said, eyes on her phone.
“No, but sex is important, isn’t it?” I pointed out. “It’s the thing that stops

you from just being friends with someone. Else we’d all marry our friends.”
Cassandra’s phone beeped and she lunged for it, almost smashing a group of

wineglasses nearby. Her face fell. “He’s not coming.” She slammed the phone
back down on the marble counter.



“Don’t break it!” I said. “That’s all right. We’ll have a good time either way!”
Jacob peered into the kitchen. “What’s going on in here, girls? Where is he,

then, your lovely guy? We’re all waiting, Cassandra.”
“He’s stuck at work, Dad. He’s been asked to do another shift and he can’t

say no.”
“Well, the �eld he’s in, it’s no wonder at this time of year. We’ll meet him

another time, eh.” Jacob went over to Cassandra and put his arm around her.
She laid her head on his shoulder.

“I’ll just go back into the living room,” I whispered, walking toward the
kitchen door.

“No way, come on, Queenie.” Jacob held his other arm out and pulled me
into him and Cassandra.

“Jacob, I don’t really like physical con—”
“Queenie, please, look beyond yourself,” Cassandra snapped, the harshness

of her voice mu�ed by her dad’s sweater.
Jacob let us go after what felt like a lifetime and went back into the living

room to continue his �itting.
“I decided that tonight was going to be the night,” Cassandra said,

smoothing her dress down again.
“For what?”
“That I was going to sleep with him, Queenie!”
“Well, you still can, just after his shift? I feel like you’re making this bigger

than it is?” I suggested, surprised that she was being like this. “It’s not like this is
going to be your �rst time.”

“And I wanted him to meet everyone, I wanted this one to work.” Cassandra
was starting to sound like a spoilt child.

“He will meet your family, and it will work, Cassandra!” I told her, not
actually caring if what I said was true or not. “And it can be just the two of us
tonight, like it has been for the past, what, seven years?”

“I don’t want it to be the two of us, Queenie, I wanted him here,” Cassandra
snapped.

“Okay, well suit yourself,” I snapped back.



“Sorry, no o�ense.” She softened. “Look, I know you’re having a weird time
of it with the Tom stu�, and it must be bringing up all sorts of mum
abandonment stu�,” Cassandra dropped in the most blasé way possible, “and I
do care, and yes I am worried about you, but it’s time to put me �rst.” Her
words were so cutting; why did she never think before casually deploying such
on-the-nose psychoanalysis?

After singing “Ma’oz Tzur,” a Hanukkah song I could never quite get the
rhythm of, playing with the dreidel, and doing some prayer, I put my coat on to
leave. Jacob came to the front door. “Breaks, breakups, they’re nasty business,
but you’ll be okay,” he promised. “You’ve lost some weight, haven’t you? Try to
eat what you can, keep your strength up. This won’t work”—he put a �nger to
my temple—“if this isn’t taken care of”—he poked my stomach with the same
�nger.

“Thanks, Jacob. Really,” I said, enduring a hug good-bye because I felt so
fucking lonely. “This evening means a lot to me. Every year.”

“It wouldn’t be the same without you, Queenie,” Jacob said, handing over a
Tupperware box bursting with food.

“Bye, Cassandra!” I called up into the house, my voice bouncing around the
stone �oors and high ceilings. I waited for a second. No response. Jacob leaned
closer to me. “I think she’s taken to bed. She’s a little upset. I think she’s really
into this one,” he whispered. “You know, it’s ages since she really connected with
someone.”

I couldn’t even get my dad to text me back, let alone talk to him about my
connections. Jealousy began to rise in me. Why didn’t I matter to any of the men
who had run out of my life the �rst chance they could get? What made
Cassandra so special that her dad, unlike mine, had an actual interest in her life?
Walking down Seven Sisters Road to the Tube station, in a move that wouldn’t
be worth Freud’s time to dissect, I called Guy. He didn’t answer, so I sent him a
text.



Queenie

Come round?

He replied �ve seconds after I put my phone back in my pocket.

Guy

You home now? Shave your legs before I
get there

When I got back, Guy was sitting on the wall outside my house.
“All right?” he said, hopping down from the wall.
I leaned in to kiss him and he stepped back.
“Steady on, I’m not your boyfriend.”
“I know you aren’t my boyfriend, and I don’t want you to be my boyfriend,

but if you can have sex with me you can kiss me hello, surely,” I said sorely.
“Let’s not overcomplicate things,” he said.
I rolled my eyes and changed the subject. “Hey, what did Adam say to Eve the

day before Christmas?” I stepped into my room and Guy followed, hands on my
bottom.

“What? Who are they?” he said, throwing himself into the clothes chair and
pushing clean laundry onto the �oor as he removed his coat.

“You know, from the Bible,” I said.
“What? I dunno,” he said, pulling his boots o�.
“It’s Christmas, Eve.” I smiled proudly.
“Is that a joke?” he sneered, pulling his sweater over his head.
“Well, yeah.” I sat on the bed and pulled my tights o�, wondering at what

point Guy and I had started this ritual of systematic undressing.
“That doesn’t make sense. Surely he’d say, ‘It’s Christmas Eve, Eve’?” Guy

mansplained, walking over to me. “I’m too practical-minded for jokes, Queenie.”
He reached down and stroked my leg from calf to thigh.

“Do you want to shave your legs now?” He nodded toward the bathroom.
“Um. Is it vital?”



“I just prefer it. I don’t mind your lady garden being bushy, but I don’t like
the scratching on my face when I throw your legs over my shoulders.”

I pulled the rest of my out�t o� and wrapped my hair with Guy’s eyes on me
the entire time.

“You know the thing I like about black women?” he said, his eyes running
from my hair to my feet. “Even when you’re big girls, it sits well. Sits nice on
your hips and that. And your arse. You’re lucky.”

I left him on my bed and got into the shower, dutifully running the razor up
my legs. When I came out, Guy was asleep in his boxers on top of the covers,
lying on his side to face me. I stared at his eyelashes, thinking about how much
money I could make if I sold them as a set of fake ones.

I looked at him for a while, remembering my �rst Christmas with Tom.

•  •  •

I’d never had a conventional nuclear family Christmas. When my dad lived in
London, he spent Christmas with his actual family in his other house; I wasn’t
welcome, but have always made peace with that given that his wife is an actual
living witch. Since I could remember, my mum’s hostel only allowed visitors for
an hour at a time, so that option was out. The week before my �rst Christmas
with Tom, I was sitting at the table having Friday �sh and chips with Tom’s
family discussing how “the little African boy” that they sponsored was doing
when his mum reached across the table and put a hand on my forearm.

“You know, you’re more than welcome to spend Christmas with us here in
Peterborough, Queenie.”

“Um, is she?” Tom’s brother wasn’t up for it.
“No, don’t worry, I spend it with my grandmother every year!” I smiled.
“Are you sure?” Tom’s mum asked. “We’d love to have you, and we’ve got all

your presents here under the tree.”
“Well, she can open them after Christmas?” Adam again. His voice was

higher this time. Tom locked eyes with me and nodded.
I looked over at Adam and smiled. “I’d love to be here. Thanks, Viv.”



“Don’t worry about Adam,” Viv said to me later. “He’s just jealous because
you’ve taken his brother away.”

“I don’t want to annoy anyone, especially not at Christmas! It’s just that . . .
well, your family, it’s what a family should be. I’ve never had that.”

“Well, you’re part of our family now, Queenie,” Viv said. “And you always
will be.”

•••

Come Christmas Eve, Tom and I were sitting on the last train to Peterborough,
Tom squashed into the window by bags of presents on the seat next to him. I sat
opposite him with my feet on the suitcase full of his presents just for me. We’d
been together for about six months at that point, so not only had I known his
parents, grandmother, and brother well enough to choose all of their gifts, but I
also felt that after never getting what I wanted, and sick of being asked, I could
give Tom a full list of the things that I wanted rather than just hoping for the
best and getting something that I’d have to pretend to like.

“Are you excited, Tom?” I asked, leaning across and putting my hands on his
cheeks. He didn’t answer.

“Tom, please stop fa�ng with your phone, it’s Christmas Eve! I need
attention, I am excited like a small child.” He put his phone in his pocket.

“Yes, I’m excited too, sorry.”
“Good, you should be excited, because this is not only our �rst Christmas

together but my �rst Christmas where there will be alcohol!”
“I always forget that your family doesn’t drink.”
“Not a drop, Tom. Not since my granddad had a small sherry in 1961 and

called the ambulance because he thought his heart was failing.”
I swapped seats with the bags of presents next to Tom and tucked myself

under his arm. “You make me very happy, you know. I know I’m not good at
saying it, but you do,” I said, looking out of the train window, watching as the
gray buildings thinned out and made way for suburban tranquility.

He lifted a hand to my hair and stroked it. “You make me happy too. I love
you.”



“Tom, don’t touch my hair.”

•  •  •

I put a T-shirt on and got onto the bed next to Guy, tucking myself into him. I
hated myself for doing it, and him, but of all the anonymous partners, he was the
most reliable. And, reliably, he faced away from me as soon as my body touched
his. I climbed under the sheets and thought of nothing but Tom as I fell asleep,
Guy’s snores providing a steady soundtrack to my sadness.

I woke up to a digging in my ribs. “You’re talking in your sleep.”
“Huh? What?” I sat up.
Guy was squinting at me with one eye, the other buried in the pillow. “You’re

talking in your sleep,” he hu�ed. “I don’t know who this Tom is, but his ears
must be burning.”

“Sorry,” I said, lying back down. “Have you done all of your Christmas
shopping?” He didn’t reply. Had he already gone back to sleep? “What time is
it?” I asked.

“Too early to be talking,” he said gru�y.
“But it’s a week until Christmas!” I reminded him.
He took my hand and shoved it into his boxers. “All right, I’ve got a present

for you.”

•  •  •

“What?”
“I said, I’ve got a present for you. Wake up, Queenie.” I sat up, my eyes still

closed. When I blinked them open, Tom was sitting cross-legged at the end of
the bed holding a small gift in his hands.

“Oh, Tom, what is it?” I asked.
“Well, you’re meant to open it, aren’t you?” he said, handing it to me and

moving up the bed so that he was next to me. I opened it slowly.
“Ha! Where did you get this?” It was a silk headscarf.
“Happy �rst Christmas! Do you like it?” Tom asked, beaming from ear to

ear. “I went to one of those black hair shops in Brixton for it. I chose a green and



black one because your other one is gold, and all together those are the Jamaica
colors, right?”

“You went all the way to Brixton for a headscarf?”
“Well, I didn’t know how to �nd it on the Internet and I remembered seeing

them when we went to buy your hair that time.”
I put my arm around his shoulders and forced him into a gentle headlock.

“You’re very good to me,” I said as he moved his head from my chest to my neck,
kissing me behind the ear gently.

“That’s because you’re my Queenie,” he whispered in my ear, taking the
headscarf from my hands and slipping his �ngers through mine.

•  •  •

“Don’t you like it?” Guy asked, disappointed that I wasn’t pleased by his
erection.

“Mmm, I think it’s too early for that sort of present, Guy.” I removed my
hand from his boxers.

“Oh, come on, you said it yourself, it’s Christmastime. How about a quick
hand job?” he begged. “You took so long in the shower last night that I fell asleep
before I could give you a festive fuck. A hand job is the least you can do.”

“Guy. I think we should  .  .  .” I said in a very small voice, “.  .  . maybe wrap
things u—”

“Ha!” Guy cut me o�. “Come on, there’s nothing to wrap up, this is never
going to be more than sex, you know that! You’re a good girl, but I’m busy, I
don’t have time for dating and all that.”

“Guy, you know I’m a person, don’t you?” I started. “With thoughts and
feelings and—”

“And a big gob, but most of all, a big arse.” He laughed. “Come oooon, don’t
get all serious, we have fun, you and me.” He pulled his boxers down and
presented his erection to me again. “Just climb on, Santa wants to give you a ride
on his sleigh.”

“I thought you were too practically minded for jokes, being a doctor?” I
teased. There was no point being cross. Guy was very persuasive. He was always



going to get his way.
“Junior doctor,” he corrected me. “Anyway, we’re going o� topic and I’m

going to lose my lob-on. Come on, Queenie. Climb on board. Don’t worry, I’ll
pull out before I give you a Christmas miracle of your own.”



chapter
TWELVE

IT WAS CHRISTMAS Eve, and I’d been staring at the phone all week, having
texted Tom to ask if we could see each other so I could give him his gift, dropped
a present o� at his o�ce after hearing nothing back, and then sent a follow-up
text asking if it would be okay for me to call his mum on Christmas Day. Still no
word. I shushed the voices in my mind that were asking what I was �ghting for.
In the absence of family Christmas with Tom, I’m with my grandmother, who is
happy that I’m back with her after three years away. I was, I think by way of
punishment, being forced to go to midnight mass.

We got to the church at 11:15 p.m., and Diana, Maggie, my granddad, my
grandmother, and I �led onto a bench near the back of the already busy church.
How was it so popular? I tried to sit next to Diana, but we’d been separated like
naughty schoolchildren. Just before things got started, a small �gure appeared
next to me at the end of our bench. “Sylvie,” my grandmother whispered to my
mum as she stood awkwardly next to me. “You’re late. Sit down.” I hu�ed and
shu�ed over to make some room for her.

“Hello, Queenie,” she whispered to me. “I’m surprised to see you here!”
“Hi,” I whispered back, facing forward.
“How did Mum get you here?” my mum whispered again.
“I think it’s about to start,” I said, �nally turning to look at her. I don’t look

like my mum. She’s light-skinned, some sort of genetic throwback, maybe.
Though I’ve heard family whisperings that after she was born, my granddad
accused my grandmother of having an a�air. My mum’s complexion glows; her
hair is long and curly. Not tight, coarse curls like mine, her curls are soft, they
move, they bounce, they fall around her face. Her eyes are hazel, and when she’s



not looking at the �oor, they’re searching for the niceness in people. Unlike me,
my mum is tiny. Slim, fragile, the shortest person in our family.

I look like my dad. Darker than my mum, with nearly black eyes, eyes that are
either narrowing with suspicion or rolling. I also, as my grandmother says, have
“the same �gure as your dad.”

“Okay,” my mum said, smiling gently.
A line of choir boys and girls walked past, singing and swinging incense. My

phone buzzed.

Diana

This stuff is gonna make me have an
asthma attack

Queenie

Can you pretend to have a coughing fit so
that I can take you outside. Please

Diana

NO, because I’d have to squeeze past the
whole row and I don’t want to wake
Granddad up

I looked down the row at my granddad, who was already fast asleep, his head
as far back as it could go and his mouth wide open.

“If Granddad is allowed to sleep, am I?” I whispered to my grandmother,
who kissed her teeth loudly in response until she remembered that we were in a
church.

“Once, in royal David’s city,” the priest began to sing, his microphone-
ampli�ed voice ringing out much louder than the choir and congregation. He
was ad-libbing in a way that he probably hadn’t been taught in priest school.

Diana

This guy must think he’s on X Factor



Queenie

Would you put him through?

Diana

Not gonna lie, his voice isn’t bad, you
know. Put a little auto-tune on it, he might
get into the top 10

“Diana. Put the phone away,” I heard Maggie hiss as I mumbled along to the
hymn, my eyes grazing the words on the song sheet. To my right, my
grandmother belted the words out in an accent-tinged trill, most of the lyrics
free-styled, while my mum sang along quietly and sweetly to my left, not missing
a word or a note. I glanced at her. She wasn’t even looking at the lyrics. “Years of
Sunday school,” she broke out of song to say to me. “I’ll never forget a word.”

I ignored her and zoned out for the hour, conjuring up a frame-by-frame
imagining of what Christmas would have been like with Tom this year. I looked
up to the ornate church ceiling.

I closed my eyes and tried out a little prayer. “Dear Lord,” I started in my
head, “I know that I don’t pray to you often, or really ever, but I just wanted to
ask, please, if you do exist, could things be a bit more smooth sailing from now
on? I know that maybe I don’t deserve your pity or your mercy, but I am having
a really bad time and I don’t know what to do. Maybe I can just have some
clarity?” I squeezed my eyes tightly. “What if you just get Tom to text me and tell
me he wants to see me? That’s an easy request, it’s not like I’m asking for him
back immediately. I understand that these things take time.” I paused to think if
there was anything I should add. “And eventually, whether Tom does or doesn’t
love me again, can I maybe just be a bit happy? I feel like I was born miserable
and never given reason to change that. Oh, and I am so sorry for all of the casual
sex, so please forgive me for that also,” I prayed. “I know that it’s awful, and
against everything Catholics stand for, but—”

“Ow!” I yelped as my grandmother pinched my arm with her bony �ngers.
“Don’t go to sleep,” she growled. “The priest looked right over at us.”
“I wasn’t!” I whispered. “I was deep in prayer!”



Diana

LOL

Queenie

How is she so strong?

Diana

Porridge every marnin’ fi 100 years

“Amen,” I said out loud in response to Diana’s text, joined by the
congregation as the whole ordeal came to an end.

Christmas with my grandparents meant nothing fun. No alcohol, no Christmas
TV, and de�nitely no pigs in blankets. Maggie was dominating the kitchen and
barking orders at anyone who came near, so my granddad was hiding in his little
shed, while the head of the house had left in search of custard powder.

Diana was with her dad, so instead of having the only other young person to
talk to, I was in the spare room under seven duvets that my grandmother had put
on me before she went out. I lay there, a constant chain of Ferrero Rocher
entering my mouth, watching Love, Actually, a �lm that usually made me roar
with laughter through sheer disbelief when I wasn’t heartbroken.

I don’t know how I could feel any bleaker. I hadn’t felt this alone in such a
long time. It was �ne BT (Before Tom) because I hadn’t known what such
closeness was like, to be able to share everything with one person, to have
someone love you unconditionally, and to love them, despite each other’s -isms.
AD (After our Division) it was truly unbearable.

I heard the front door open and paused the �lm, holding my breath. “Look
who I found on the road!” my grandmother announced to the house. “Sylvie’s
here!”

I strained my ears. “Hi, everyone, it’s me!” I heard my mum say very quietly.
“Go up, say hello to your daughter,” my grandmother told her. “She’s eating

her way through her feelings, go and take the chocolate away.”



Hearing my mum shu�e up the stairs, I pretended to be asleep.
“I know you’re awake, Queenie. You’ve been pretending to be asleep since

you were little, I know the signs,” she said. I felt her sit down on the bed, and
opened my eyes.

“Hi,” I said quietly, not wanting to look at her.
“I didn’t get to talk to you properly yesterday. How are you, darling?” My

mum put a hand on my leg. Even though I couldn’t feel it through all of the
blankets, I moved it away sharply.

“Sorry, I know that you don’t like touching.” She pulled her hand away
quickly. “Maggie told me that you and Tom are on some sort of break. How are
you doing?” She paused for an answer she knew she wouldn’t get. “And Diana
says you’re living in a shared house! You must hate that. You know, if I had the
room—”

“I’m �ne, Mum,” I sighed, tired of Christmas already.
“It’s okay to su�er, you know,” she said to me quietly. “It’s okay to be in pain,

and be hurting, Queenie.”
“I said I’m fine, Sylvie,” I repeated, rolling over to face the window so I

couldn’t see how much me calling her by her name hurt her.
“This isn’t like you, Queenie, to be so robotic about things,” my mum said. I

heard her stand up.
“Maybe I’m not me anymore.” I closed my eyes, feeling the tears that were

about to come.
“Sylvie?” Maggie called from the kitchen. “Can you come and help me,

please? The turkey needs a �nal baste, and my hands are full with the macaroni
cheese!”

“Well. You’ll always be my Queenie,” my mum said, leaving the room and
closing the door behind her.

After a ten-minute grace led by Maggie that my granddad drifted in and out of
sleep for, we would have eaten Christmas dinner to the soundtrack of BBC
News had it not been for Maggie reeling o� the list of cosmetic treatments she’s
been saving up for and was planning to have done in the new year.



“. . . and then my doctor, and he is a lovely doctor, Dr. Elliot, what he’s going
to do is take some of the fat from my stomach, and then he’s going to inject it in
this empty part of my bosom, here.” My granddad choked on his turkey.

“Maggie, please, we’re all eating.” My grandmother put her fork down. “Tek
water, Wilfred!”

“I’m only saying!” my aunt said, spearing a roast potato on my mum’s plate
with her fork. “You’re being quiet,” Maggie said to my mum, shoving the stolen
potato into her mouth.

“Oh, I’m okay,” my mum muttered.
“You’re not eating, Sylvie,” my grandmother said. “You get smaller every time

we see you.”
“She’s always been small, though. She’s the lucky one,” Maggie said, nudging

my mum so hard that all 110 pounds of her almost fell o� her chair.
“Nothing lucky about being big or small. You’re all beautiful. All sizes.” My

grandmother looked pointedly at me and my aunt. “But still, Maggie, I want you
and Queenie to go and get your blood pressure checked. And your cholesterol.”
She picked up her fork and began to eat again.

“Granddad, can we put something on the telly that isn’t news?” I asked. He
�nally looked away from the television and stared at me for a million years.

“As you all know, I do not like anything that is �ctitious,” he announced,
turning the news up and facing the screen again. “The only thing we should be
watching is what’s happening in the world around us. It’s a horrible state of
a�airs, and you, young as you are, need to stop being so ignorant.”

“Granddad, you know I work at a newspaper. I know what’s going on in the
world,” I said.

“You work at the magazine, Queenie, it’s all opinion pieces and clubbing, not
real news,” he replied swiftly.

“Wilfred. Don’t start. Nuh even badda start on Jesus’ birt’day. Han’ me the
remote,” my grandmother said through tightened lips.

My granddad sighed and pushed the remote across the table to her. She
passed it to me, and I scanned the channels as my mum and Maggie went to sit in
the front-front room, the one with plastic covers on the sofas and dust sheets on
all of the best furniture. Nobody is allowed in there. I still have to clean it every



time I come here, though. On my way to the kitchen to get dessert, I stopped by
the door to eavesdrop.

“She’s �ne, you know she’s tough,” I heard my aunt say.
“She’s not that tough, Maggie. And I appreciate you looking after her when I

couldn’t, really I do, but she’s my daughter, not yours.” My mum was crying
gently. “And I know her! She’s good at pretending. But I’ve let her down, I
should have been better to her, that way she might have been better to herself.”
Maggie mmm-ed softly in the pauses as my mum spoke. “I shouldn’t have left
her. I shouldn’t have been so controlled by that devil man and left her all alone.”

I heard Maggie sigh quietly. “What’s the point in thinking like that, Sylv? You
did it, you can’t change that now. All you can do is move forward with her.
Build back the relationship. You and Queenie were close, that doesn’t just go
away.”

“But what if it has?” my mum asked softly, fear in her voice.
“Stop worrying about Queenie, Sis, and focus on yourself. Trust me, your

daughter is all right. She’s a brave one.”
“Being brave isn’t the same as being okay,” my mum said quietly.
“You have to look after yourself, Sylvie. You need to recover. Why don’t you

come to church with me?” Maggie suggested. I was surprised she hadn’t o�ered
the prospect of divine healing sooner.

“No thanks, Maggie,” my mum said. At least we agreed on something.
“Suit yourself,” my aunt said. “Well, look, worry about yourself. What’s the

latest on the court case?”
“It’s killing me, Maggie. Every time I have to see Roy, I have to stop myself

from being sick.”
“That’s why you’ve lost so much weight,” Maggie commented. “Two and a

half blasted years of having to go through this. You need to let me know when
the hearings are, I can come along with you.”

“I don’t want you to hear what we went through, Maggie. I’m so
embarrassed. The lawyers, they bring it all up all the time. All of it.” My mum
sobbed, and I felt tears rush to my eyes. “They’ve �nally found his private bank
account, though, where he’d put all the money from my house, so that’s
something. Doesn’t mean I’ll get any of it back.”



“I hope your lawyer is pushing for something, though.” Maggie raised her
voice slightly.

“She is, she is,” my mum said softly. “She said it would help the case if
Queenie testi�ed, but I don’t want her to relive what she saw.”

“Don’t bring Queenie in,” Maggie said �rmly. “No.”
“I won’t. Listen to this—” my mum spluttered. “Remember when he

slammed my face into the steering wheel when I was driving and made me crash?
He told the judge I crashed because I was drinking. Lied through his teeth. He’s
mad, Maggie!”

“You weren’t to know he’d be this mad.”
“I don’t know why I couldn’t see it, though?” my mum said. “I was so scared,

scared of being alone after Queenie’s dad upped and left me. I thought nobody
would ever want me again, and when Roy came along I thought he was a god.”

“He was a master manipulator, Sylv.”
“But I abandoned my daughter!” my mum wailed. “I loved her so much, and

I abandoned her.”
I felt myself being pulled back by the shoulder. It was Granddad. “Let the big

people speak, nuh?” he whispered. “Nuttin’ in there for you.”
I wouldn’t feel sorry for her. She’d made her mistakes, and now we both had

to live with them. I wiped my eyes quickly and went back up to the spare room
and checked my phone. I had a text from Gina.

Are you not checking work e-mail? Odd. Could you please? Need you in earlier. MC.
I logged in to my work account and tried to ignore everything but Gina’s e-

mail. I’d made a conscious point of not checking my work inbox every single
minute when I was out of the o�ce because I’d read some article about how it’s
bad for our mental health. And yes, there are a lot of things worse than worrying
about work during the holidays, but I was determined to take my not wanting to
work more than I was paid for very seriously.

On Tuesday, 25th December, Row, Gina <Gina.Row@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 11:34:

Q. Need you in tomorrow (26th) a.m. Just checked e-mail and saw message from printer—Chuck’s
edits to the next issue? A mess. Need you to fix before mag goes to print. Check main drive, all



there. Pages 32–60. Make changes, file new version. Can’t do it myself as stuck in Suffolk. Text me
when fixed. G

I went to close the browser, but my eyes accidentally scanned the inbox and
landed on an e-mail from Ted sitting amongst the unopened messages.

I went to open it, but stopped myself and closed the laptop. I am not very
disciplined, however, and have mainly made peace with that, so reopened the
laptop.

On Tuesday, 25th December, Noman, Ted <Ted.Noman@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 15:45:

Queenie, my head is swimming with thoughts of you. I’ve sat through so many dinners and family
parties and I’d swap it all to be sitting with you in our park. Say we can do that as soon as we get
back? Merry Christmas. X

Delete. I’ve known a lot of men, but never one to blow this hot and cold. If
this was the clarity I’d asked God for, I’m never praying again.



chapter
THIRTEEN

APART FROM SILENT Jean who I’m not sure even left the o�ce for Christmas, I
was the only person on my �oor. It took me a million years to get inside because
the security guard was a weird seasonal one who didn’t believe that I worked for
a newspaper.

When I asked why else I’d be here in the middle of the holiday break when I
could be at home, his continued line was: “Because you might be a
troublemaker.”

I’d forgotten my pass at home, but eventually he let me in after I forced him
to take the lift up to the �fth �oor and look at the poster of me that was in the
cafeteria. I didn’t want to take part in it, but the paper had been doing a whole
“we are diverse” initiative and asked if I would be on the supporting images, as I
am one of four diverse members of sta� who don’t work in the service divisions.
The poster shows me, Vishnay from the �nance supplement, and Josey from
music all standing awkwardly underneath the words THE DAILY READ: NEWS FOR

ALL. Zainab in digital had refused to take part.
When, in my induction, the Spanish HR assistant quite literally said to me:

“You are very lucky to be working here! There are others like you, except not the
same color,” I wasn’t sure that I was hearing her properly, so asked her to repeat
what she’d said. “You know! There are darker ones, but they’re in IT.” I’d
opened my mouth to respond (though still have no idea what I was going to
say), but she jumped in with: “Don’t worry, my husband is black, so I know
about you and your people.” She’s gone now. Was she �red? I wouldn’t be
surprised.



THE CORGIS
Queenie

Guess where I am

Kyazike

LOL. Happy Christmas. Where are you?
You’re lucky you ain’t in Staines, nothing
to do here, fam

Darcy

In bed. You’re almost always in bed

Queenie

I’m at the office, THANKS

Darcy

People don’t usually start with the New
Year’s resolutions the day after
Christmas. Where has this dedication
come from?

Queenie

Gina made me come in to sort out
something Chuck did. It’s not bad,
actually. Unlike you normal people, my
family are mainly intolerable. My granddad
made us watch the news while we ate
dinner

Queenie

Anyway, text company is appreciated
while I’m here, thanks



Queenie

Please. Stories, memes, pictures of what
you got, anything

Silent Jean kept gliding past my desk silently to go and make tea. What did
she achieve by staring at me? After my second hour of trying to make sense of
Chuck’s madness and shoving 1K miniature Snickers down my throat, I heard
the lift doors open.

Thankful to have the company of somebody who wasn’t Jean, I turned
around to see Ted striding through the doors. “What are you doing here?” I
asked, less thankful that it was him.

“I needed to �le something. ‘Best Boxing Day Goals.’ ” He looked oddly
proud of that headline, as though it contained any wordplay. “Quiet down
here,” Ted observed. “What are you doing here?” He sat in the chair next to
mine.

“Gina asked me to come in and �x something. She can’t do it herself because
she’s ‘stuck in Su�olk,’ ” I said breezily. “Anyway, I should just get on with this.”
I turned to my screen, so thrown by Ted appearing suddenly that I couldn’t
remember what I needed to do. What can you do in this situation but pretend to
type? What if heartbreak had made me genuinely mentally unwell?

“You’re pretending to type,” Ted assessed.
“I’m doing very important work here,” I assured him. “Please leave me in

peace.”
“You didn’t reply to my e-mail.”
I didn’t say anything.
“Queenie.” Ted put a hand on mine. “I’ve missed you.”
“Don’t do this again.” I pulled my hand away and carried on looking at my

screen. “Do I need to remind you that there’s CCTV in this o�ce? And Jean is
over there!”

“Can I convince you to go for a little, er, jaunt with me?” Ted asked quietly.
I got up and walked toward the bathroom. I could hear Ted following me,

and sped up. Silent Jean looked up from her desk, scared as though I were



charging toward her. I crossed the o�ce and made it into the disabled loo. I
locked myself in.

“Queenie, come on,” Ted whispered through the door.
“Come on nothing. Leave me alone, please. What you’re technically doing is

stalking. I could get Jean to call the police.”
“What, that woman who haunts the building? That’s a bit dramatic. Come

out of there, please. I need to explain.”
I unlocked the door and tried to push it open, but felt something against it. I

shoved against it with my whole weight.
“Ow!” It only opened partway. I put my head around the door and saw Ted

on the �oor leaning against it. I remembered when Tom used to console me
outside the bathroom door, and shook my head to chase the memory away.

“I didn’t think you’d open it, stubborn as you are,” Ted said, standing up
slowly and making a big thing about stretching his legs out. “I’m an old man,
Queenie.” He forced a laugh.

“You’re only six years older than me, Ted. And I’m only coming out because I
need to �nish my work.”

I stepped past him and walked over to my desk. He must have �nally got the
message because he didn’t follow me.

I �nished correcting Chuck’s numerous errors at �ve, �led the new version, e-
mailed Gina, and grabbed my stu� to head out of the o�ce. I was close to the lift
when someone grabbed my hand. I snatched my whole body out of their reach.

Ted placed his hands on my waist and pulled me up and into the lift.
“Cameras!” I reminded him. “What if someone is watching!?”
He stood directly behind me and kissed my neck. “Let them see,” he

whispered into my ear.
“Fuck it,” I purred, melting into him.
We got up to Ted’s �oor, and as soon as we stepped through the lift doors he

took a sharp right and opened the door to the disabled bathroom.
“After you,” he said. My heart beginning to beat faster, I walked in like some

sort of idiot incapable of independent thought. Ted followed and locked the
door behind him. He kissed me and pushed me against the wall, unbuttoning
my shirt with con�dent hands. I undid his coat and he shrugged it onto the



�oor. I tried to undo his shirt, but he took my hands and moved them down by
my sides.

“No, stop, leave it. I need to keep it on.” He tore my shirt o� and threw it on
the �oor before unhooking my bra and dropping it at my feet. He took my
breasts in his hands and squeezed them roughly, staring at me as he sucked one
nipple and then the other. I guess it’s like that thing when a woman is meant to
maintain eye contact with a man while she sucks his dick? I’ve never done it
because I think that it’s weird. When you’re on the receiving end of the stare, it’s
just as weird.

“I can’t believe I’m �nally seeing your tits,” Ted panted.
“And did you think it would happen in the work toilets?” I asked, using

humor to give me some distance from what was happening. If I didn’t want this,
why was I letting it happen? Surely I wanted this?

He lifted up my skirt and pulled my tights down to my knees as he continued
to stare a little too intensely into my eyes. With two �ngers he began to knead at
me through my knickers. “I love that. I love feeling you. Do you like it?” he
asked.

“Sure.” I nodded, undoing his belt, deciding that I wanted it to happen but
also to be over quickly. I slipped my hand into his jeans and his boxers, grabbing
his erection.

“You’re so big!” I said truthfully, for the second time in my life. I was
shocked; I had him down as a man with a very small, very narrow penis.

“You like that?” he asked, moving my knickers to the side and inserting a
�nger into me.

“I want to fuck you,” he said between greedy kisses. “Turn around, bend
over.” I shook my head. He picked up his coat and laid it out on the �oor. I
lowered myself onto it awkwardly, not an easy or glamorous move when your
tights are around your knees. He unzipped his jeans, pulled out his erection, and
stared at me as I looked up at him from the �oor.

“You’re so beautiful. Look at your beautiful brown skin,” he said; and before
I could say anything about his “compliment,” Ted knelt and pulled my knickers
and tights down to my ankles, giving me frog’s legs as he lay on top of me and
tried to enter me.



“It’s probably not going to, hold on, I’m just not really warmed up and
you’re really big and, just wait a se—” I tried to say.

“It’s okay, why don’t I just—” Ted spat onto his hand and wiped it between
my legs.

“I’ve only ever seen that in porn,” I joked again uneasily as he eased himself
into me, his spit allowing for entry. He thrust into me once.

“We should use protect—” I started.
“Oh, fuck,” he whispered in my ear. Three more and he was done. His entire

body sagged and he lay panting as I stared up at the gray polystyrene ceiling tiles.
He lifted his head up from my shoulder and kissed me on the mouth.

“Sorry, that was disappointing,” he said. “That’s not how I imagined our �rst
time would be.” Ted stood, pulling his boxers up and buttoning his jeans. “I
should go before anyone comes.”

He bent down and kissed me on the forehead quickly.
“The only person who came was you,” I said to his back as he ran out of the

loo.

THE CORGIS
Queenie

I just had sex with Tweed Glasses in the
work toilets

Darcy

Bloody hell, Queenie. Is this because we
didn’t send you any memes?

Kyazike

You must have been REALLY bored, fam



Queenie

He was in the office and I tried to get on
with work but he is so, so persuasive and
obviously there’s been so much sexual
tension between us in the last few
months, so it all just came to a very
explosive head and we got carried away.
And now I feel like I probably, definitely
should not have done that

Kyazike

Was it good?

Queenie

It was fine

Kyazike

Fine?

Kyazike

What happened?

Kyazike

He couldn’t get it up, innit? Or he bussed
quick? Which one??

Queenie

The latter, BUT I think it’s because of the
context? Excitement?, the fear of getting
caught?

Darcy

Well, I’m glad you didn’t get caught



Cassandra

I’m breaking my no phone over the
holidays rule to say TWO things. One:
gross. Two: do not expect to hear from
him again.

Queenie

You can psychoanalyze all you want, he’s
not like that, Cassandra. This might all be
a bit fragmented and messy, but I think he
cares



chapter
FOURTEEN

WHY ARE PEOPLE always complaining about the dead period between
Christmas and New Year’s? It’s complete bliss. Rupert and Nell have gone to
their respective family homes for the break, so I have the house to myself.

Mainly I’ve been walking around in my knickers with the heating turned up,
but the main joy is that I’ve been able to clean up after them. I don’t know how
two people can generate so much mess, or how the cleaner puts up with it. I’ve
never had a cleaner before, but is she the one to dispose of Nell’s used sanitary
towels that she forgets to wrap up or pick up when she throws them in the bin
and misses? It must be a cultural thing.

That these days all merge into one is wonderful. I’ve watched every good,
medium, and bad �lm on telly, I’ve exhausted Net�ix, my sleeping pattern has
reversed so severely that I haven’t really seen daylight, and my appetite has
returned enough for me to have been able to bake a tray of brownies and eat the
whole thing with a fork (when I eventually found the baking tray under
Rupert’s bed). The sleep has been doing me some good, although I have been
going a bit mad with so much time to do nothing but think. Ted seems to have
gone quiet. Maybe he needs space. I know that our beginnings aren’t exactly
fairy-tale, but what if we worked well together? His intensity and passion would
be a lot to get used to, and even though the sex wasn’t great, it would probably be
better in a bed. And what would I say to Tom when he wanted to make things
work again? Maybe it’s a good thing Ted’s gone a bit quiet.

I won’t think about it until I hear from Ted again; then I’ll know what his
motives are.



As I ate pizza and watched Jools Holland and his reliable New Year’s
Hootenanny, I reached into my dressing table and pulled out a pink leather
Moleskine that I hadn’t yet managed to soil and decided to write some
resolutions.

New Ye�r’s Res����i�n�
1. Be ki���r, an� mo�� pa����t wi�� ev����ne. Up to an�
in���d��� co���t��� w�o pu�� on�� t�e Tub� be����
an���� ca� ge� off, co����gu�� yo� ov����ar co��l���i�g
ab��� ha���g no mo��� ev�� t�o��h yo� k�o� t�a� t�e��
pa���t� ca��-bo���t t�e� a ho���, an� al�� ho����at��
w�o co���n�e to co�� se���-co���� me��� in a s�a��d
ki��h�� w�i�h s�o�s yo� f�o� be��� ab�� to ma�� ba���
pa��� an� sa���.
2. Bet��� vi���. In ge����l, ac���s al� el����t� of yo��
li�� an� da�.
3. Wor� ha���r, w�i�h s�o��d re���t in p�o��t�o�: a. Get
to wo�� on ti��.

b. Lis��� to Gin�’s in��r����on�.
c. Go ab��� an� be���d.
d. Les� c�a�t��� wi�� Dar��.
e. Be ac����l� ki�� to t�e in���n ev�� t�o��h he is in a
po����on of ex���m� p�i��l��e an� wi�� p�o��b�� be yo��
bo�� in five ye���.



f. No pe���n�� e-ma��, no lo����g on Tum��r at wo��,
p�o�� pe���n���l� in de�� d�a��r w�e� wo���n�.

4. Tr� to so�� t�i�g� o�t wi�� Tom. Ob�i���l�, t�e en�
go�� is to ge� ba�� to���h�� w�e� he is re���, so co���n�e
to gi�� hi� s�a��, an� in t�e me����me: 5. No mo�� me�:

a. On�� s�e�� to me� if t�e�’re at���h��, t�u�
un���i��b��.
b. If yo� do s�e�� to t�e�, an� t�e� ar� si��l�, do�’t
ha�� se� wi�� t�e�. Adi wa� en����. In so�� wa��.
c. Al�a�s us� p�o��c��o�, al���s, ev�� if yo� ge�
ca����d aw��, w�i�h yo� do so o��n.

i. May�� t�� to wo�� o�t w�� t�a� is.
d. No mo�� of t�e da���g ap��, es����al�� no� on a
Sun��� w�e� ev����ne is fe����g sa� an� lo���y an�
hu���v�� an� lo���n� fo� a be���r li�� t�a� t�e�’re
co���n��� co��� wi�� a pa��n�� t�u� ob����to��
we����d ac����ti��.
e. NO MO�� GU�. He hu��s yo� p��si���l�, an� al��
ov����ar� ev����ce of la�� su���s�� t�a� he ha� a
gi��f����d. Eit��� t�a� or he is re���y ve�� c�o�� to hi�
ho����at�.

6. Spe�� mo�� ti�� wi�� fa���y: a. Tr� to re����
re����on���p wi�� Mum de���t� ev���t���g (t�o��h t�i�
on� yo� ca� b�e�� if it ge�� to� mu��).



b. Go to se� g�a�d���h�� on�� a we��, Sun��� be���
be�� da� as s�e wi�� ha�� ro����d a c�i�k��.
c. Re�c� o�t to yo�� ma���y es���n��� da� (w�i�� no�
ex���t��� to� mu�� f�o� hi�, t�u� sa���g yo����l�
f�o� in����ab�� re���t�o� b�u�� on to� of Tom re���t�o�
b�u��).

7. Exe���s�. Pos���l� s�a�t��� wi�� so���h��� ge��l� li��
yo��, or s�i�m���, on�� yo� figu�� o�t ho� to p�o��c�
yo�� ha��. It mi��t he�� wi�� me���l he���h, ev�� t�o��h
yo� ar� be���n��� to wo��y t�a� yo�’re be���d re����.
8. Tr� to do so���h��� c�e���ve:

a. Wri���g?
b. Po�t��?
c. We�v���?
d. Kni���n�?
e. Ar�? Not su�� ab��� t�i� on�.
f. . . . Yo� ca�’t t�i�k of an� ot��� c�e���ve ac����t�,
w�i�h in it���f su���s�� t�a� c�e���vi�� is no� fo� yo�.

9. Be le�� of a ca���t���hi��: yo� wi�� t�� to be an
op����s� an� wo�’t be to� ha��h on yo����l� if pe���m���
c�e��s in, w�i�h it is bo��� to.
10. Giv� 50 pe���n� of yo�� t�i�g� to c�a��t� a��r yo�
Mar�� Kon�� yo�� ro��. No us� se���n� on eB�y, it’s no�



wo��h se���n� so���h��� yo� bo���t fo� .50 fo� $1.99
w�e� t�e mo��� co��� go to ca���r re����c�. Al�e��y a
ve�� ki�� su���s��o�, as pe� re����ti�� 1.
11. GO TO T�E��P�??? Thi�� ab��� t�e��p�, at le���.

I think that’s enough to be getting on with. In challenging myself to do
anything at all, I’ve already set myself up to fail. But in limiting the resolutions, I
can at least make the failure less disappointing.

After �nishing my resolutions and inhaling a whole pizza, I took the grease-
soaked box outside and shoved it into the over�owing recycling bin. I could hear
cheers, and church bells chiming. I’d missed the countdown. Well. Another year.

Queenie

Happy New Year, Tom. I hope this year is
better for us than the last. X

Tom

Happy New Year, Queenie. X



chapter
FIFTEEN

MY HEAD HURT, and I was so tired that I could see my heartbeat pulsing in my
eyes. I’d �nally fallen asleep at 4 a.m., and was woken up three hours later by
Rupert’s usual disgusting sounds echoing around the bathroom and through
my walls. When had he gotten back?

When he’d �nally expelled every �uid from his body, I went into the
bathroom after him to shower and wiped o�cuts of his beard from inside and
around the sink, then moved his pubic hair from the toilet seat with a tissue-
covered hand. I didn’t have to do this with Tom. Maybe I should make a
resolution to stop thinking about Tom three times a minute, and comparing
him with everyone I encounter.

I left for work, and instead of putting on my normal shoes, I put on my old
(but sadly not faded) bright-green running shoes and started walking to work.
Resolution 7. I ended up getting the bus halfway, but, baby steps. I was waiting
until I got into the o�ce to change my shoes, but when I turned the corner and
was walking up to the building, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I looked around and
saw Gina shaking her head. I pulled an earbud out.

“No,” she said.
“No? What do you mean, no?” I said back.
“No. Those.” Gina pointed at my shoes. “Get those o�, now.”
“Happy New Year to you too.” I shot her a fake smile.
“Queenie, this isn’t a joke. You aren’t walking into the o�ce in those.” Gina’s

tone got very serious. “Are you a �fty-year-old woman who has been wearing
heels every day since the age of eighteen whose ankles need some respite? Or is it
some sort of fashion statement?”



“No, but new year, new me—are you allowed to talk to me like that? This
isn’t Mad Men,” I hu�ed.

“Do not try to suggest that I am sexist, Queenie. You’re a good-looking girl,
don’t let your personal standards slip.”

Gina powered ahead in her �ve-inch stilettos as I leaned against a wall and
changed into my black pumps without stepping on the ground in my tights. I
got into the o�ce and �ew straight over to Darcy’s desk, swooping her up in a
crushing hug. Darcy squealed loudly as Jean walked past, narrowing her eyes at
both of us.

“Guess what?” Darcy said, pulling me toward the kitchen. “We’re both
invited to James and Fran’s engagement party! The horror.”

“I don’t understand this, it’s like everything is on fast-forward! What is the
rush?” I snapped, probably jealously. “You have your whole life to spend with
this person, why do you need to lock it down ASAP, and do this big
performance? Recipe for disaster,” I preached, spilling the milk across the
kitchen counter.

“Are you all right? You seem very cross.” Darcy put a hand on my shoulder. I
wasn’t being very optimistic, was I?

“I’m just tired, that’s all.” I took Darcy into a quiet room and read her all of
my New Year’s resolutions, ignoring 3d (“Work harder, which should result in
promotion: less chatting with Darcy”). I started work at around lunchtime and
realized that I hadn’t heard from Ted. But this was a good thing, surely, because
Tom had �nally replied! And with an X!

On Wednesday, 2nd January, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 12:04:

You’re quiet. . . .

I waited, expecting Ted’s silence to be explained with an out-of-o�ce.
Nothing. After lunch, I checked my e-mail. Nothing.

I don’t want to be this girl. Something must really be up with my head if I
was turning into this girl.

At about 4 p.m., a meeting invite from Gina popped into my inbox.



On Wednesday, 2nd January, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 16:03:

Gina wants to meet at 5 in her office. No explanation, no anything. I’m going to be fired, this is it,
it’s over! I knew there was a reason she was ignoring all of the pitches I’ve been sending her. Why
is she doing it now, why wouldn’t she just do it before Christmas? Maybe she thought that it would
ruin my Christmas. It would be too cruel to fire me before Christmas. Oh God. Will you still love me
if we don’t see each other every day? Will you remember me?

On Wednesday, 2nd January, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 16:05:

You literally just read me your resolutions. Number 9: Be less of a catastrophist.

Gina must know about me and Ted. I knew this would happen, I’ve been
such a stupid, naïve little idiot girl. Maybe that’s why he isn’t replying, because
he’s been asked to leave too, and they didn’t want us leaving together and
drawing further attention to ourselves.

Maybe he confessed because he was feeling so guilty, or maybe the cameras
�lmed us going on all of our walks together, and security picked up on it? I
wonder if it’s too late to pretend that we both went into the disabled loo because
one of us wasn’t feeling very well?

I’ll have to e-mail him to get our story straight, but he’s not checking those—
oh God, of course, they can read our e-mails, and I don’t have his number.

By the time 5 p.m. came around, I was almost catatonic with fear as adrenaline
propelled me to Gina’s o�ce. I knocked on the door with a trembling �st.

“Come in,” Gina barked. As I entered, she spun around in her chair like a
�lm villain. “Okay, so let’s talk about your career.” I stopped breathing.

“Queenie, sit down.” My legs just about carried the rest of me to the seat in
front of Gina’s desk. “So, the issue you �led after Christmas?”

“The one I had to �x?”
“Mmm, yes. You didn’t quite �x it enough, and I had to send it out to a

freelancer.”
“Shit. Sorry. And sorry for swearing. Sorry.”



“And that plus everything else means, and I’m sorry to do this, but I’m giving
you an o�cial warning.”

“Me? But I was �xing Chuck’s mistakes!”
“Don’t worry, Chuck’s been warned too.”
“It won’t matter to him, though, this isn’t his job.” I threw myself back into

my chair.
“But—you’ve been with us for how long now?” Gina asked, looking at a

piece of paper on her desk.
“Three, I think, three years. Maybe a little more?” I answered, fear stripping

my voice of any real volume. What did this warning mean?
“We don’t want to lose you,” Gina said, and my heart climbed down from

where it had nestled in my throat. “You’re a bright girl,” she continued. “You
really are, and, yes, you’ve been distracted the last six months, so I’m hoping
that, by giving you speci�c career goals, I can bring you back from the brink.
Okay?”

“Okay. So, what do I need to do?” I asked.
“One. Those pitches you’re sending me. They’re not tight enough, and not

topical enough. Words and thoughts everywhere, and not enough hard fact.
What I want you to do is give me something long-form that I can show the
magazine writers. You’re better at telling a story than you are at fast reporting, so
let’s see if we can get your soft activism in the mag with that.”

I nodded quickly.
“Two. Chuck is in Boston with his family until the end of this week, and

when he’s back on Monday, you’re in charge of him. Of his tasks, of his time
sheets, and of his development. I want you to give him an ongoing project. You’ll
feed his progress to me every month. Understood?”

“Er. Yes? I can do that? Yes.”

I went back to my desk and e-mailed Ted, out of both curiosity and sexual
frustration.



On Wednesday, 2nd January, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 17:13:

Are you back at work? I haven’t seen you around. Anyway, hope all is well. You’re unusually quiet.

A week later, when I still hadn’t heard from him, I went up to his �oor. His
mixed signals were playing on my mind and I needed some sort of answer. The
uncertainty was taking up too much of my brain space. Plus, if he didn’t want to
continue things, it would be very embarrassing to see him around the o�ce
without at least speaking about it and making some sort of privacy pact. I did
some Mission: Impossible–type moving around the sports section, only stopping
to look quizzically at a whiteboard that appeared to have some sort of thinly
veiled sta� sex conquest and ratings system scribbled onto it. When I pulled
myself away from it and kept moving, I saw him in the kitchen. I looked around
and, seeing nobody near us, went in.

“Hello, stranger,” I said. Ted jumped out of his skin and dropped his mug on
the �oor.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he whispered, moving me out of the way so
that he could look out the door. He closed it and began to pick up shards of
broken china. “Why are you up here, Queenie?”

“Why are you so annoyed? I’ve only come up to say hello,” I said, heat
�ooding my face the way it did when he said something to catch me o� guard.
At least I was used to it by now. The machinations of a secret o�ce relationship
had been tiresome and confusing. So many people that shouldn’t see, so many
hands that shouldn’t touch, secret kisses in the lifts, so many coded
conversations.

“Yes, but people will talk. Don’t be so stupid,” Ted said. He wouldn’t look at
me.

“No, they won’t, Ted!” I said, my voice catching in my throat. “We work
together. You weren’t saying this at the Christmas party when you couldn’t let
go of me. Or whenever you’ve shown up at my desk.”

He didn’t reply. I felt like an idiot. “Ted, what’s going on? Have I done
something wrong?”



“No,” he snapped. “But, look, I’ve got lots of family stu� going on, so I can’t
really do this. We’ll chat another time, yeah?” He still wouldn’t look at me.

“It’s �ne, we don’t have to chat,” I hit back. “I only wanted to say that I
spoke to my boyfriend and we’re going to get back together,” I lied. Ted wasn’t
going to make me look like a fool. My stomach tightened as I watched him drop
the collected pieces of china into the trash bin and walk to the door.

“That’s good for you,” he said, leaving the kitchen.

THE CORGIS
Queenie

I know that I always say I feel bad, but I
feel SO bad

Kyazike

What’s happened now?

Queenie

I just went to see Tweed Glasses to figure
out why he was airing me, I thought he
was off sick or something, but he was
standing in the kitchen, fine as anything,
and told me he had family stuff and that
he’d chat to me “another time”!

Queenie

He wouldn’t even look me in the EYE

Darcy

What does airing mean?



Kyazike

Like blanking. If you give someone air,
you give them nothing. Does that make
sense?

Cassandra

Well, yeah? What did you think would
happen? You gave him what he wanted.

Kyazike

@Darcy, you should go on a site called
Urban Dictionary if you need to know what
certain terms mean

Darcy

Thanks, @Kyazike

Queenie

Please can someone take this seriously

Kyazike

Queenie, we all told you about work
romance. Not worth it. Take the L and go

Darcy

Okay, so, I’ve just looked that up: “Take
the L: Stands for ‘Take the loss.’
Frequently used to describe flunking a
test, being dumped, being stood up, being
beaten up or robbed, or losing one’s
money in the stock market, gambling, or
through exploitative business schemes”

Kyazike

There you go



Queenie

GUYS

I left the o�ce, my two new friends, shame and rejection, binding together
before swelling in my stomach, �lling my torso. I got the bus to Brixton and sat
with my head against the window before I heard the internal voice of my
grandmother asking how many dirty heads had been there before mine.

I got o� the bus outside KFC and went to cross the road, but stopped when I
saw a familiar face sitting in all-too-familiar black BMW at the tra�c lights right
next to me.

“Hello, you,” I said to Adi, leaning on the rim of the open window, not
caring if he found me attractive or not but still hoping that I didn’t look
completely shit.

Adi looked up at me. “Fuck,” he said, terror �ashing across his face. He faced
forward and went to drive away, but a steady stream of people walked in front of
the car. He looked at me and mouthed something that I didn’t quite catch.

“Huh?” I asked, leaning down closer to him.
He mouthed again, and I moved even closer. “What?” I asked again.
“Say nothing,” I thought he said, before—
“AH!” I heard a woman shriek. “This must be her, huh?”
I followed the sound of the voice and saw a tiny Pakistani woman jump out

of the passenger side. Her hair was as huge as her head and her makeup was
impeccable. Her thick, sharp eyebrows framed her doll-like features.

“This must be the big girl, yeah?” screamed the woman who I made an
educated guess was Adi’s wife.

She walked around the front of the car and over to me. I looked at Adi for
help. “This must be the big kala bitch whose big size fourteen knickers were in
your glove box, yeah?” she shouted, grabbing a handful of my twists and yanking
them. “I knew it! I’ve seen you when you think I’m not there, throwing stones
up at her window, chatting all nice things to her thinking nobody was watching,
yeah?”



I grabbed my hair back from her and rubbed my sore scalp, looking around to
see if any of my twists had been pulled out.

“Leave it, baby,” Adi said, jumping out of the car. Drivers honked angrily
behind him.

“You think I’m dumb, Adi?” his wife shouted, her voice shrill. “I’ve seen you
talking to her like you’re brown South London Romeo and Juliet, and you go
out late one night and then I �nd those big XL panties in your car? Thought I
didn’t see them, didn’t you?” she screamed. “And you’re telling me it’s not her?
And now she’s coming over to your car? In front of my face? Are you both
crazy?” She swiped at me, and I ducked out of her reach. I guess karma was here
for me; I could hardly �ght back.

“I told you I don’t know where the knickers came from, baby, it must be
because my friend, he borrowed my car, innit, he’s the one who messes around,”
Adi pleaded. “Him and his missus, they had a beef, and he must have checked
some girl, baby.” I would have laughed at his terrible lies if I hadn’t almost lost a
section of my scalp.

“Which friend?” Adi’s wife asked, her nostrils �aring. I watched, panic
keeping me rooted to the spot, as more cars lined up behind, beeping furiously.
“If these fat girls are what you like, then be my guest.” She snorted in my
direction. “You got me going to the gym every day, and this big bloated kala
bitch is what you want?”

I reached down to my soft stomach defensively.
“Get back in the car, baby, come on, let’s go home. I don’t know her, I swear!

You think I would choose her over you?” Adi said, grabbing his wife’s hands.
“Look at her!”

I watched as they got back in the car and sped o�, Adi skidding away so fast
that he left tire marks on the road. I looked around, expecting that everyone
watching �lms in the Ritzy opposite would have come out to watch the drama,
but instead, people were getting on with their commutes.

Rejection was �ne, rejection was a huge part of life—but twice in one day I’d
been completely dropped by two men who had really put the hours in to make
sure they got to fuck me. When I got on the bus, I googled kala with unsteady
�ngers.



Meaning black in Urdu, the official language of Pakistan. Refers to any black masculine object.

Bit harsh.



chapter
SIXTEEN

JANUARY HAD HIT me hard. I was trying to write stronger pitches for Gina, but
every time I tried my head would start buzzing. Work was made worse by Leigh
moving to our rival newspaper to work on their fashion magazine. I just wanted
my old life back. I wanted my boyfriend, and I wanted to not be fucking up at
work, I wanted to feel good about myself. I was so far from that, so far from
being who I was, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from self-destructing. Tom
still didn’t want to talk to me despite his promising New Year’s text, and my
social life was a myth; and on the days I was too tired to drag myself out of bed,
I’d end up browsing Tumblr page after Tumblr page, reading piece after piece
on police brutality. I was reading an article on protests in St. Paul, Minnesota,
that had followed the shooting of a black man named Philando Castile, when
my phone rang. I answered it, anger pulsing in my chest.

“Kyazike, are they going to kill us all?” I asked angrily. “For doing nothing.
Nothing at all. For just being. For being black in the wrong place, at the wrong
time? I hate it,” I said breathlessly. “It’s unfair, it hurts my heart. Who will police
the police?” I was getting hot and stressed. “I can’t understand it, and it makes
me scared and confused, and it makes me feel like we don’t belong, like we have
to prove our worth just to be allowed to exist.”

“Relax, fam,” Kyazike said. “That’s why I’m calling. I’m getting ready. Black
Lives Matter march. In Brixton, Windrush Square. I’ll meet you outside the
Ritzy at two.”

“Kyazike, you know I don’t like marches,” I reminded her. “I’m frightened of
people, lots of people. I know that lots of people aren’t going to do me any
harm, but I feel like I can’t escape from them. It’s too overwhelming. Carnival I



can’t do, big shopping centers I can’t do, Oxford Street at any time of day I can’t
do. That’s why I can never go with you there,” I explained to her.

“Queenie.”
“You’re right. This is bigger than me,” I said.
“See you there.”

I tried to meet Kyazike outside the Ritzy and failed, mainly because she is a
mover and a shaker and won’t stay in one place. We �nally fell into each other on
the literal opposite side of where we were meant to meet. We didn’t have any
placards or signs, but that was okay because Kyazike has the loudest voice I’ve
ever heard. We started o� in the square, Kyazike shouting “Black Lives Matter”
on repeat while I surveyed who was around us, mouthing it, not con�dent
enough to join in. I didn’t like making myself the center of attention. Roy had
seen to that.

Kyazike was forced into silence when the organizer stood on a podium. She
was a tall, lean black woman with dreadlocks weaved in with scarves that ran
down her back and over her shoulders. When she lifted her hand, the crowd
hushed. She waited for a time, lifted a megaphone to her mouth, and spoke.
“The system is against us,” she said, her voice strong but close to breaking. “You
cannot, you must not, brutalize the black body, but that is what we are seeing. It
is all we are seeing. That is the message given. And it is traumatizing. Our people
continue to su�er. The trauma is too heavy for us to bear.” The crowd shouted
in agreement. “Black Lives Matter does not diminish any lives other than ours.
That’s not what it’s about. What we’re saying right now is that we are the ones
who are su�ering.” She lowered the megaphone and stood looking across the
crowd. Pain was etched across her face, and all too visible in the way she held
herself.

She handed the megaphone to a woman next to her and stepped down from
the podium. The second woman climbed up and spoke: “Do you know what
they want? They want us to riot, they want us to cause havoc, mayhem, they
want us to burn ourselves to the ground. But you know what I say? It’s not a
riot, it’s an uprising. And we will continue with our uprising until we get the



justice we deserve.” After her, one by one, protestors stood up on a small stage to
speak into a megaphone. We all watched, being hit by bullets of sorrow and
anger as family members and friends of black men and women who had been
killed unlawfully stood up on that podium one by one and recounted not just
how those who had been lost had died, but how they were kind, they were loved,
they had children, they were children.

Then, we marched. We all walked, in droves, toward the Brixton police
station, the atmosphere electric, the crowd not angry, not aggressive, but
charged. Charged and wanting answers, wanting to be heard.

Cars going in the opposite direction stopped and started as protestors weaved
their way around them. The drivers beeped, raised �sts out of rolled-down
windows.

“HANDS UP,” Kyazike shouted through a megaphone. Where had she got
that from?

“DON’T SHOOT,” the crowd replied.
“HANDS UP,” she repeated, the crowd ahead shouting: “DON’T

SHOOT.”
Eventually we stopped outside the police station, and again we listened. This

time to tales of injustice, to acts the police wouldn’t explain, couldn’t justify.
More people joined, spilling into the streets and stopping tra�c. Police escorts
walked out of the station and stood around us. Fear unsettled my stomach.

We walked away from the station, marching free-�ow through Brixton, the
crowd chanting, “NO JUSTICE! NO PEACE!” We passed the back of the
market. Instead of the fruit and vegetable stalls I’d been dragged to on a Saturday
morning by my grandmother and thought I’d still recognize, more white kids
spilled out holding colorful cans of beer.

The shops where she’d buy Jamaican bun and bright orange cheese for our
Sunday afternoon treat, the fabric stalls where she’d choose cloth for curtains,
the pound shops where I was allowed to buy one thing and one thing only—
these had all gone, making room for trendy new vegan bars and independent
boutiques selling shockingly priced men’s fashion. When had this happened?
When had the space that I had known like the back of my hand, the only area I’d



ever been to that I felt like I could be myself in, the place where so many people
looked like me, talked like my family—when had it gone?

Brixton. When had she been stripped of her identity? Why hadn’t I properly
noticed?

“NO JUSTICE!” I shouted, a new brand of anger �ooding my system. “NO
PEACE!”

“Do you want the megaphone?” Kyazike asked.
“I wouldn’t go that far,” I said, raising my right �st above my head.
We marched, and we chanted, settling �nally in Windrush Square. A place

named after the Windrush, a ship and a voyage where it had all begun for some
of our ancestors. We sat on the ground in the streets, all being lifted out of our
exhaustion when a new chant, this time a statement of truth rather than an
objection to chaos, began, and echoed into the night.

“WE ARE ENOUGH.”
“WE ARE ENOUGH.”
“WE ARE ENOUGH.”

“Why do you keep walking past my o�ce, Queenie? You’re putting me on edge.
Come in, or go and do some work,” Gina said. Was today one of her good or bad
days? I wondered.

“Sorry, it’s just that I wanted to ask you something.” I stepped into her o�ce
tentatively.

“You’re not getting a raise, not until you give me what I asked for,” she said,
not looking away from her screen.

“No, it’s not that. It’s just—” I sat in the chair opposite her. “Well, you know
I used to send you all of those pitches? It’s just that—well, two more black men
were shot in America this week by police. And I know that it’s not here, though
it does happen here, but—I was wondering if I could write something about it?
It’s just that nobody is really reporting it. . . . It doesn’t have to be for the print
edition, but maybe the blog, or—”

“The thing is, Queenie”—Gina closed her laptop—“I know what you’re
saying, and I understand that it’s awful. So awful. And if I could let you all write



about every terrible thing that happened, I would, but I’m beholden to the
powers that be.”

“But surely the ‘powers that be’ can see that this is something that needs to be
out there?”

“I just think that these matters are a little too, how should I put it? Radical
for the Daily Read. I appreciate your being so proactive about writing, though.
How about we get some of that passion into a pitch for the magazine that’s a bit
more . . . palatable?” Gina opened her laptop and carried on typing.

“Well, I was thinking I could pitch something about how it would be great to
see all the liberal white women who were tweeting fervently from the women’s
march at a Black Lives Matter march?” I said.

“I beg your pardon?” Gina asked me.
“Well, all of these white women in the o�ce seem to bleat about going to the

women’s march, but I was at a Black Lives Matter march yesterday and I didn’t
see anyone I recognized.”

“Bit of a combative attitude, don’t you think?” Gina asked, frowning.
“Rework what you’re saying, and come along to the pitch meeting at four.”

“. . . so I just think that we could use that argument to shine more of a light on
Black Lives Matter, and if we do this in the context of the women’s march, we
make it more ‘palatable’ for our readers,” I said to the room, hoping that I’d
managed to deliver my pitch and mask the fear in my voice with what I hoped
was conviction.

“All that Black Lives Matter nonsense,” sco�ed an older man I recognized
from the review supplement. “All lives matter.”

“What?” I asked, blinking. I took a secret deep breath.
“What about the lives of Latinos, of Asians, the lives of—I’m white, does my

life not matter?” he continued.
“I’m not . . . suggesting that the lives of other ethnic groups do not matter,” I

explained, gobsmacked that I had to explain. “I don’t think that any part of
Black Lives Matter even hints that other lives are disposable?”



“Well, when you put the lives of some and not all on a pedestal, what else are
you doing?”

“It’s not putting black lives on a pedestal, I don’t even know what that
means,” I said, my heart beating fast. “It’s saying that black lives, at this point,
and historically, do not, and have not mattered, and that they should!” I looked
�rst at Gina, then around the room to see if anyone was going to back me up.
Instead, I was met with what I’d been trying to pretend hadn’t always been a
room full of white not-quite-liberals whose opinions, like their money, had been
inherited.

I left the meeting defeated, and feeling a lot more alone than I had when I’d
walked in. “WE ARE ENOUGH,” I tried to remind myself as I walked back to
my desk.



chapter
SEVENTEEN

AT THE SEXUAL health clinic, I �lled the form in as usual, did a scan of the
waiting room to check that nobody I knew was there as usual, went to sit in the
corner by the window as usual. After an hour I was called in by a black girl who
looked about �ve years younger than me and I answered the usual questions.
This was not the activity in my life that I thought I would become most familiar
with.

“So this isn’t your �rst time here?” she asked, tapping away.
“No, it’s not.”
“Okay. And what has brought you here today?”
“I had unprotected sex two weeks ago with a man who I think was from

Japan, before you ask if he’s African. I’m sort of getting better at using condoms
but just got, er, carried away,” I answered quietly.

“Okay. Do you have any symptoms? Itching, any unusual discharge?”
“None of the above.”
“Would you like to take a pregnancy test?” the nurse o�ered.
“No thanks, I have an IUD. I mean, I’ve been pregnant before,” I explained.

“But I think that was because I was having regular sex. Just the STI test, please,
and I’ll hope for the all-clear text in two weeks.” I laughed nervously. The nurse
did not laugh with me.

When she’d �nished poking about, she told me to put my clothes back on.
Instead of letting me leave, she asked me to wait a second, and left the room. I
got dressed and sat in the chair waiting for her to return, when a pair of white-
blue eyes framed by a harsh gray bowl cut made their way into the room.
Elspeth.



“Queenie, you’re back.” Had that nurse ratted on me?
“Hello, Elspeth,” I said, confused, not knowing why she was here. Elspeth

took the traitor’s seat at the desk and started tapping at the computer, as they’re
so fond of doing when they could be making eye contact and engaging with me
at a human level.

“Now, this is your third visit in quite a short amount of time,” Elspeth
informed me as if I didn’t already know. “And while I’m pleased to hear from
Caroline that you aren’t battered and bruised, she did say that you seemed very
vacant. I know that you might not want to talk to me, but I think that you do
need to talk to somebody.”

I stared at her blankly. What was I meant to say, that I wasn’t my sparkiest
when I was about to show my vagina to a stranger when I wasn’t going to get
anything out of it?

“Between me and you, I have a daughter your age, and in some strange way,
you remind me of her.”

“Is she black?” I cut in.
“No,” Elspeth said �rmly. “When you left last time, I made some calls, and

while I hoped you wouldn’t come back in, I got the number of a therapist for
you to call in the event that you did return.”

“Can I go now?” I asked. “I have to go back to work.”
She nodded, and handed me the piece of paper as I left the room. Without

looking at what it said, I shoved it to the bottom of my rucksack.

I slid past Gina talking angrily on her phone in the foyer, something about
“custody” and “you can have them, then,” and got back to my desk in time for
my meeting with Chuck.

He was already in the breakout area, pen and paper in hand. I put my coat
and rucksack on the �oor and collapsed into the beanbag opposite Chuck. He
looked up as I landed. “Careful. Don’t hurt yourself,” he said cheerfully, his
Boston twang grating on me. I de�nitely found the accent less thrilling since he
was the reason I’d been given a warning.



“I’m �ne. The whole point of beanbags is for relaxation and comfort,” I said
sharply. “Right. Are you ready for the big project? The big project that is going
to change your life as you know it?”

“Yes. I think so. But how are you, how are you doing? You seem kinda, I
dunno, messed-up recently.” Why did he always want to discuss my bad moods?

“I’m �ne. Just some boy dramas and family stu�, and life always has a way of
—Sorry, Chuck. Let’s keep this strictly professional, okay?” I hurried along. “So,
the last few weeks you’ve shadowed me while I’ve used InDesign to �ll in the
listings?”

“Sure have. But you know, you can talk to me about anything. I’m kind of a
good listener.” Chuck leaned forward eagerly.

I ignored this. “Okay, so, I’m thinking, for your project, you design a whole
new layout for the listings. Think about utilizing the space of the six pages,
Chuck. That should keep you going for a while.”

“Er, I don’t think that I’m that good yet?”
“Don’t be so negative!” I said briskly. “You’ll be �ne. Now, can you look away

while I get up from this beanbag? Why did you pick these to sit on? There is
nothing less digni�ed than getting up from one of these things. It’s a system of
thrusting.”

Eventually I made it back onto two legs and to my desk.

On Tuesday, 15th January, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 15:55: Tea and talking, afternoon
edition?

On Friday, 18th January, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk> wrote
at 16:10: Sorry, no, I’ve got loads to do, and Simon is calling at half past so that
we can “iron some things out.” Can we e-mail? Or text. Group chat in case one
of the others needs to step in when I’m on the phone?

On Friday, 18th January, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 16:12: Darcy, is there something
wrong with me? I just went to the clinic and this nurse who seems to be keeping



tabs on me has basically said that I’m fucked up and gave me a counseling
referral. Do I go there too often? Am I damaged beyond repair?

On Friday, 18th January, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk> wrote
at 16:16: I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you clinically, but there’s no
harm in talking to a professional about what’s been going on. Maybe, and don’t
take this the wrong way, maybe change your attitude toward the way that you
engage with men?

On Friday, 18th January, Jenkins, Queenie
<Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at 16:19: What’s wrong with the way
I engage with men??

My phone lit up. The question was too big for Darcy to handle alone. She’d
taken it to the group text.

THE CORGIS
Darcy

Queenie has just asked what’s wrong with
the way she engages with men

Kyazike

LOL

Kyazike

LOL I don’t think any of us will ever be
able to answer that one

Queenie

Thanks, Kyazike



Kyazike

You know what I mean though. You’re just
boy-mad, innit. You’ve gone rebound
crazy. But for some reason it’s all
dickheads you’re going for

Queenie

I don’t think that’s true

Cassandra

Is that a joke? That tweed guy? The
OkCupid boys who throw you about? The
anal guy?

Darcy

I agree with Cassandra, actually. Look at
the way you are with Chuck: he’s
obsessed with you, wants to know how
you are and actually listens when you
answer, stares at you in meetings, hangs
off of every word you say, makes you
unlimited cups of tea (which he won’t do
for anyone else), and you just look past
him

Kyazike

What is a Chuck?

Darcy

He’s our intern

Kyazike

Oh, Chuck is someone’s NAME? Skeen



Cassandra Why not open yourself up to
the idea of engaging with men who are
nice to you, Queenie? Not only ones
who use you and make you feel terrible
afterward. Do you even like the sex you
have? Sorry to be so personal, but do
you even orgasm?

Queenie

Well, no. But who does, when they’re being
slapped and bitten and pulled around?
Anyway, I like it

Cassandra

Sure you do.

Queenie

And Chuck doesn’t fancy me. Even if he
did, he’s too nice for me. I don’t deserve it

Queenie

And CRUCIALLY, he almost got me fired

Darcy

Well, if we’re being honest, you almost got
yourself fired

Darcy

@Kyazike, I know I should just go on
Urban Dictionary, but for the sake of
brevity, but what does “skeen” mean?

Kyazike

It means seen



Kyazike

Like, I see

Darcy

Right. I’m with you

Queenie

THANKS, ALL

On Friday, 18th January, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk> wrote
at 16:28: Let’s talk about this properly tomorrow. Maybe you should go home
early, I think you should probably have a bit of time for yourself? I’ll cover for
you.

I am fine. Fine, I told myself on repeat as I packed my bag. I snuck back out
of the o�ce and saw Ted smoking on the wall opposite, his head bowed. My, at
this point, inexplicable fondness for him made me walk over and hoist myself up
on the wall next to him.

“Remember me?” I asked.
“Shit!” Ted grabbed his chest. “You scared me.”
“Overreaction,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“You know, I probably should have come to �nd you sooner,” Ted said, his

mouth stretched in a grimace.
“Or replied to my many e-mails?”
“I’m sorry. But after we . . . I just. . . . It didn’t feel right.”
“Oh, cheers for that,” I said. “What’s wrong with me?”
“No, nothing, nothi—”
Ted stopped abruptly when we were joined by Gordon, his desk mate, who

was still wearing clothes that were too tight for him.
“Have you got a lighter, Ted?” Gordon asked, shoving a hand in his jeans and

pulling out a pack of cigarettes with great di�culty.
“Here ya go.” Ted handed it over.



“I keep meaning to ask,” began Gordon, who was obviously not going to
acknowledge my presence, “where was it you went on your honeymoon, again?
I’m thinking about somewhere nice and sunny to take the missus in a few weeks.
Neither of us can bear the winter.”

I hopped o� the wall and tried my hardest not to be sick all the way home.



chapter
EIGHTEEN

I STAYED IN bed tormented by nausea until I started to clean the house to try to
take my mind o� it all. When the dark thoughts were at their loudest, I went for
a walk to clear my head, but took a wrong turn and ended up on the main road
by the notoriously rowdy White Horse on Brixton Hill. I was seized by such
sadness as I watched its revelers spilling out into the street, the noise of Friday
night fun all too recognizable. I never had fun anymore. It was all just shit. I
turned to walk back up the hill.

“Oh, look who it is!” I heard, and, though only marginally sure it was
directed at me, turned around to see where it had come from.

“Long time. How are you?” Guy broke away from a group of boys, walked
over to me, and put his pint on the ground. I seized up. “What are you up to,
dressed like this?” He pulled at my paint-splattered cleaning clothes.

“Cleaning! I needed some air, all of that bleach, you know. Anyway, what are
you doing here?” I asked, crossing my arms, at that point aggressively aware that
I wasn’t wearing a bra.

“Pal of mine thought it would be a laugh to come here. I’ve heard some
things, but I didn’t expect it to live up to them,” he said, trying his hardest to
stare through my folded arms.

“Well, I should go! I should get back to it. Have a good time!” I nodded good-
bye, my arms still strapped to my chest, and walked away.

THE CORGIS



Queenie

Ted is married

Darcy

WHAT?

Kyazike

Come again?

Queenie

Yep. His desk mate dropped it. Didn’t stay
to find out the details

Kyazike

Give me his surname and I can get you his
wife’s name, job, and Twitter handle in
less than a minute. I can go DIY FBI on it

Cassandra

. . . Are you surprised?

Queenie

Er, I AM, YEAH. Are you NOT??

Cassandra

It explains his behavior, doesn’t it. The
intensity, the caginess, the distance, the
coming back when he got bored again,
the withdrawal.

Queenie

Okay, Cassandra, if you have an answer
for everything, why did he stop talking to
me when we’d had sex?



Cassandra

There was no more excitement or chase,
only guilt in its place. And he couldn’t
handle it. He’s a coward.

Darcy

A BLOODY COWARD. I hate him for this,
Queenie. I’m so sorry

Queenie

And I’ve just bumped into Welshman when
I had no bra on and was wearing an outfit
that was pretty much covered in paint. I
smell like I’ve showered in bleach. Today
is not going my way. This year is not going
my way

Darcy

Please stay away from Welshman! Your
resilience against men who are bad for
you is VERY LOW at the moment

Cassandra

Queenie, for the love of God, stop giving
any of them your energy. We’ll discuss
tomorrow morning. See you at 11.

Sleep paralysis is a strange thing. I’d had dozens of episodes at university when
I’d take naps; when I looked into it, I’d read that it’s something about the brain
being disrupted and waking up before the body, which is why you can’t move
when you’re hallucinating that there’s a faceless man climbing across the �oor
toward you. I’d been seeing him more often recently, but I was aware that I was
stuck in an episode when I started seeing the �gure of a man emerging out of the
pile of clothes on the corner chair.



The doorbell was ringing, but I couldn’t get up to answer it because I was
stuck to the bed, staring at him as he contorted and reached out to me. But why
was the doorbell ringing?

I gasped myself awake and sat up, heart pounding. The doorbell was ringing.
I looked at my phone: 2 a.m.

No response from Rupert or Nell—they must still be out. I waited for the
night caller to go away. After a few minutes, they stopped ringing the bell. I
turned my pillow over and tried to go back to sleep. I was almost fully
submerged when the bell started going again.

I crept out of my room and down the stairs slowly, my heart beating out of
my chest. I was certainly testing its endurance tonight. Obviously weaponless, I
pressed myself against the front door and looked through the peephole, guessing
that my plan of attack would be to scream as loud as I could if they kicked the
door down. Nobody was there.

As if in a horror �lm, a face �ashed up. Fucking Guy. I opened the front
door. “What are you doing?” I hissed, blocking him from entering.

“You ain’t go’ any time for me anymore an’ I’on like it,” he slurred, putting
his hand on my shoulder. “You don’t wan’ sex anymore an’ thas crap for me
because our sex is absolutely cracking.” He moved his hand across my face and I
pulled myself out of his reach. “You see? You used to love my touch.”

His head lolled forward and he leaned against the doorframe. I saw a porch
light go on across the road as the angry Turkish woman opposite opened her
front door.

“Go away, Guy!” I hissed.
“Where’m I goin’ away to?”
“To your house? Where you live?”
“I’on know my postcode. I’on know where my keys are. So I’ve come to see

you!” he shouted. “I’ll tell you what—I’ll sleep on the doorstep, shall I?”
“Hey, you!” the woman across the road shouted back. “Stop making the

noise!”
“Sorry!” I whispered as loudly as possible. “Fine, come inside.” I growled,

pulling Guy in and closing the door behind him. I walked to the kitchen and he
stumbled after me, throwing himself into a dining chair as I poured him a glass



of water. I handed it to him and watched him down it and slam the empty glass
on the table.

“Guy!” I said, smacking at his clumsy hands as he tried to grab at my bottom.
“You need to sleep.” I stood behind him and guided him into the living room.
He �opped onto one of the sofas and lay on his back.

“ ’Member when we fucked here? You loved it. Your big black arse was
bouncin’ up an’ down an’ up—hey, hey, where you going?” Guy made one �nal
grab for me as I dropped a blanket on him and turned to walk out of the room.

“I’m going to bed,” I said, ignoring his comment and the reminder that I’d
conceded to his request of sofa sex just to stop him from constantly asking.

“Shhh, babe, don’t be cranky. You’re so gorgeous even in your head-wrap
thing. Why’on I come up with you? You missed me surely? Missed this, yeah?”
He gestured at his lap sloppily. I turned the light o�.

“I’m getting up early, my friend Cassandra is coming round for breakfast.
Besides, no. No more sex.”

“No Cassandra. I don’t want Cassandra.”
“Good night, Guy. DO NOT come up.” I went back to the kitchen, �lled

Guy’s empty glass, and crept into the living room. He’d already started to snore.
I put the glass on the table by his head, then worried that he’d fall o� the sofa
and crack his head on the table, so tried to move it across the room silently. I
dropped it on its side and froze. I looked over. He continued to snore.

I’d �nally got o� to sleep around three-thirty, when my bedroom door
opened. “It’s too cold down there, I can’t sleep.” Guy, almost naked but for his
boxers, climbed into my bed.

“Are you joking?” I hissed at him. “You can’t sleep? I’ve been hearing your
snoring through the �oor!” He moved closer and pressed himself into me. He
slid my T-shirt sleeve up and kissed my neck. “And when did you take your
clothes o�? Why are all your clothes o�?” I slid away.

“Shhh, stop talking,” he said in response.
“Guy. No.” I turned to face him. The moonlight shone on his face. “If you

have to stay in here, please, can you just go to sleep? I’m up early. I don’t want to
have sex with you,” I said in my sternest voice. “That is my �nal word. If you



push it again, I’ll order you an Uber home. And I’ll go through your phone and
�nd your postcode.”

“Fine. Spoilsport.” He hiccupped, turned away from me, and began to snore
0.3 seconds later.

I’ve no idea how I got to sleep, but I woke up teetering o� the edge of my bed to
the sound of the doorbell. Again. I looked over at the sleeper who had taken over
most of my bed. Guy was still out cold. I pulled a sweater on and went
downstairs.

“Sorry, I’m not prepared for you at all,” I said as Cassandra stepped into the
hallway and shook rain o� her umbrella and onto my legs.

“Shall we go out instead?” Cassandra suggested, looking me up and down. “I
don’t like the smell of this place. Plus, it’ll be nice for you to get fresh air. You
look knackered. Those bags!” She reached out and patted the area under my
eyes.

“Thanks, Cassandra. Always thinking of me, aren’t you?” I smiled, wiping
water from my shins. I’m sure she used to say some nice things to me.

“I am, actually. I transferred another hundred pounds to you yesterday
because I knew that if we went out to eat, you’d ask me for money.”

“I will pay you back, and soon,” I promised.
“It’s my dad’s money, really. He wouldn’t mind if he knew.”
“Thanks, Cassandra.” I wondered why I wasn’t lucky enough to have a father

like Jacob. “I’ve got company,” I said quietly, leading her down the hallway.
“Come into the kitchen, I don’t want to wake him up.”

“Oh my God, another one? How many is it now?” Cassandra snorted.
It was too early for this. “There you go with the judgment again!” I sighed.

“That’s not a very feminist question. Besides, it’s not like that.” I poured
Cassandra a glass of water. “It’s this inconsequential man that I used to sleep
with loads, the Welsh one. I must have mentioned him?” I shrugged. “I actually
got bored of sleeping with him because the sex was so rough, and unconnected. I
mean, it was quite good, but just making me feel bad. Like everything else at the
moment,” I confessed, hopeful that she’d pick up on it and ask what was wrong.



She didn’t. “Anyway, last night he turned up o� his face at two in the morning.
He’d been at the White Horse and was so battered he didn’t know where he
lived.”

“That’s a coincidence—” Cassandra started.
“Hold on, let me just run upstairs and get ready. I can’t stop thinking about

croissants.”
I got dressed silently as Guy continued to sleep soundly, a gigantic human

star�sh stretched to all four corners of my entire bed now that I wasn’t
occupying a sliver of it. I left him a note telling him to let himself out the minute
he woke up; then Cassandra and I made our way to BE/AN, another of
Brixton’s newest and more minimalist co�ee shops. When we got there and I
saw how full it was of white middle-class young people with MacBook Airs, I
suggested that we go somewhere that was run by Brixton locals. “You mean
black people, don’t you?” Cassandra asked �atly.

“I do, yes,” I said, leading her to the market. As we walked, she talked and I
listened as she told me that she’d applied to do a master’s in psychiatry. I
wondered if she’d use me as a case study. We found a co�ee and cake stall run by
an old Jamaican woman in a black, green, and yellow bandanna.

“Black enough for you?” Cassandra asked.
“Yes.” I �ashed a mocking smile. “It is.”
When we sat down, Cassandra enumerated the academic and �nancial pros

and cons of her new career at me for half an hour; then, before I could try to talk
to her about Ted, she announced that she had to head back north because she
had plans with her “gorgeous guy.”

I wondered how gorgeous he could actually be; nobody ever describes their
partner as gorgeous unless they’re trying to convince themselves of it. We left the
co�ee shop and hugged good-bye, and I headed home. I pulled my headphones
on and started listening to the latest installment of my favorite podcast, The
Read, in some attempt to lift my mood slightly, hoping that Guy wouldn’t be
there when I got back. Being alone probably wasn’t the best thing for me, but I
didn’t feel like I could face anyone.

I was almost home when I felt a hand on my elbow. I pulled my headphones
o� and turned around.



“Didn’t you hear me? I’ve been shouting after you for ages.” Cassandra bent
over and clutched her side as she caught her breath. “I didn’t realize how fast I
could run in heels!”

“Why didn’t you just call me?” I asked.
“Why weren’t you just listening?” she said.
“Cassandra, why have you followed me home?”
“My umbrella, it’s in your hallway,” she hu�ed. “I was at the bus stop and

saw that it was going to rain again!”
We reached the front door and I opened it. Silence. No Guy. I pulled

Cassandra’s umbrella from the coatrack and handed it to her.
“Anyway, now I really will go. I must get back to my guy, he was having a lads’

night yesterday and I said I’d make him a hangover breakfast.”
“Yes, Cassandra, it must be so nice having a nice man around! How

wonderful for you to have someone actually care where you are and how you
are,” I half-snapped as I heard stirrings from my bedroom. I looked up the stairs.

“You don’t need to be jealous, Queenie. When you’re good and ready, you’ll
�nd someone like my—” Guy began to walk down the stairs, his eyes half-open.
“Guy.”

“Well, we can’t all be as lucky as you,” I said. “Morning, Guy. I trust you slept
well?” I said sarcastically as he stared at Cassandra. “Sorry, I should introduce
you. Cassandra, this is Guy.” I gestured quickly at Guy, hoping that he’d nod a
hello and then make a swift exit.

“Guy, what the fuck?” Cassandra’s olive skin �ushed red and her eyes
darkened. She looked like she was summoning a demon.

“What?” I asked, bemused. “Cassandra, this is . . . Guy,” I repeated, looking
at Guy, then to Cassandra. Guy sat on the steps and lowered his head into his
hands.

“No, Queenie, this is my boyfriend, Guy,” Cassandra spat, pushing me on the
shoulder. I am sturdy so didn’t fall over, but the impact was felt.

“I’m sorry, Cass,” Guy said, mu�ed, his head still in his hands.
“You’re sorry?” Cassandra shrieked. “We barely have sex and it’s because

you’ve been fucking my best friend, Guy?” She charged toward him but tripped
on the �rst step and fell, landing on her knee. I rushed over to help her up.



“Don’t touch me. You slut.” I felt like the �oor disappeared under my feet.
“What?” I said, not really grasping what was happening. I went to close the

front door. As I did, I saw the woman opposite standing on her front step. She
must think that I’m running some sort of twenty-four-hour dramatic workshop
from the house.

The hallway was silent but for the sounds of three people’s varied breathing. I
felt my stomach toss and turn. I looked at Cassandra, then at Guy. “Cassandra, I
didn’t know! How could I? You’ve only been together a couple of months!” I
said quickly, defending myself. “I didn’t ever meet him!”

Cassandra pulled herself up, rubbing her knee. “And why do you think that
is, Queenie? I knew that if you met him, you’d want to fuck him, like you fuck
literally all men who look your way these days! Single, attached, married,
anything!”

I walked back over to the stairs and held on to the banister out of fear that my
legs were going to go.

“For hours I listen to you tell me about the pointless, horri�c users you go
and spread your legs for, the ones you’ve just met in bars, the ones you trawl for
on those disgusting, sad, lonely dating apps and pick like you’re choosing from a
box of chocolates. And don’t think that’s a slight about your weight, I know
how sensitive you are about everything. I’m talking purely about the men you
select, the ones you either have here that you kick out after they’ve given you
what you need, or those ones whose houses you turn up at in the middle of the
night and let do God knows what to you. Oh—and obviously this must be one of
them! Clearly! My boyfriend must be one of them, one of those faceless dating
app guys that you don’t even name when you tell me about them. Let me guess
where he comes in the sequence? First, second, thirtieth? I hope you’ve been
using protection!”

“All right, Cassandra,” Guy said, �nally emerging from the sand in which
he’d buried his head. “Stop shouting at her. My head’s killing me.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I shouted at Guy. “You must have
known!” I stared at him.

“That’s it, you two talk to each other like I’m not here,” Cassandra roared
and stamped her foot. Guy and I both turned to look at her, brie�y connected



by the disbelief that an adult person could be acting so like a child.
“Cassandra, I didn’t know, how many more times can I say? I met him at a

party and he didn’t tell me anything about himself! You’re one of my best
friends, why would I do this to you? What sense would that make?” I pleaded
with her.

“Because you’re fucking miserable, and you’re pathetic, and since you broke
up with Tom all you can do is fuck, fuck, fuck, to �ll a fucking void,” Cassandra
shouted hysterically. “And of course you’ve done it with my fucking boyfriend.
And a million others. You make me sick. I’m leaving, I can’t look at either of
you. Stay here and carry on fucking each other.” Cassandra opened the front
door and slammed it on the way out.

Guy looked at me and held his hands up. “I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean for
this to happ—”

“My God, get the fuck out, Guy. You’re the fucking worst!” I was so
overwhelmed by disgust and regret and upset that I could barely see.

“I didn’t mean for it to go on as long as it did, and I really do like her, but the
sex is so  .  .  . You know, she’s not like you. And I know that your name is
uncommon, but I didn’t think that the Queenie Cass spoke about could be you
—”

As Guy rambled, I charged into the living room and gathered up his clothes
and shoes. “Are you really standing here telling me about your fucking motives,
like I’ll give a shit? Get the fuck out!” I threw it all at him with force and
watched as he got dressed slowly. “Fucking faster!” I shouted as he gathered up
what was left to put on and walked out the door without looking back at me.

I paced the living room, my head throbbing. My legs started to shake, so I sat
down; then the room started to spin, so I stood back up. What was happening?
How and why was my world spinning o� its axis at such an alarming rate? I
couldn’t breathe in. I left the house and walked toward the main road. I could
see Cassandra walking ahead and ran to catch up with her. When I was close
enough to touch her, I reached out and grabbed her hand. She turned to look at
me, mascara and snot running down her face, and sped up.

“We don’t have sex, Queenie. We don’t have sex because he says he’s too tired
from shifts and we don’t talk about not having sex because he gets cagey, and



look! I break my back to please him, and all you need to do to get his attention is
suck his dick.”

I speed-walked beside her, trying to catch my breath. “But, Cassandra . . . it’s
not my fault  .  .  . I didn’t know—please can you stop or slow down?” She sped
up. “Why are you trying so hard to please him?” I asked her. “Look what he’s
been doing.”

“Do you know what? I love him, Queenie, not that you know what that is. I
try to work things out, not push away.” Cassandra twisted the knife with her
words. “And not all of us want to act like teenagers. Some of us want to move
forward with someone, Queenie. Some of us want to grow up.” Cassandra
stopped and turned to look at me. She was shaking.

“And unlike you, some of us don’t let the past dictate the way we live our
adult lives.” She carried on down the road, and I stood and watched her walk
away. When I got back home, my phone lit up.

THE CORGIS
CASSANDRA HAS LEFT THE CORGIS

Darcy

Where’s Cassandra gone?

Queenie

Turns out Welshman is CASSANDRA’S
ACTUAL BOYFRIEND. WHEN SHE WOULD
SAY “MY GORGEOUS GUY” IT’S BECAUSE
HE IS LITERALLY CALLED GUY, AS IN THE
GUY I WAS BANGING

Kyazike

Raaaaah

Queenie

The whole time we were sleeping together



Darcy

Shit. Small world, isn’t it?

Queenie

I actually did some quick math and I think
I started sleeping with him before they
met

Queenie

Don’t ever tell her that though

Kyazike

LOL we ain’t telling her nothing

Kyazike

And don’t worry, fam, I’ll back you if she
comes to fight you

Darcy

Don’t worry, it won’t come to that! She’ll
realize that it’s his fault, not yours

Queenie

Oh God oh God oh God oh God



chapter
NINETEEN

Queenie

It’s been three weeks and you still aren’t
speaking to me, Cassandra. I don’t know
what to do. You know how sorry I am.
XXXX

I ROLLED OVER in bed and pressed SEND, holding my breath as I watched the
blue iMessage bubble turn green. Either her phone was still o�, or she’d blocked
my number.

I couldn’t lose anyone else in my life. I’d tried reaching out to her via every
form of communication bar fax and telegram, but nothing. Kyazike suggested
she go round there to “talk to her on a level,” which I’m trying to �gure out is a
threat or not, and Darcy thinks that I should give her space and time to process
everything.

Did I do something wrong? I’m the one who was a side chick, I’m the one
who was nothing but some sort of sex person to yet another man who didn’t
think I was deserving of anything but hard sex.

I guess I don’t matter. Not to Cassandra, not to Guy, not to anyone. My
mum, my dad, Ted. Tom. Nobody has ever wanted me, not properly.

I rolled out of bed and pulled on the nearest out�t without looking at what it
was, beyond obviously checking that it was long enough to cover my bum. I
walked down the stairs, passing Nell in the hallway. She stared at me, asking if I
was okay just as I got to the front door. I mumbled that I was �ne and left the
house, striding purposefully toward the bus stop until I realized that I (again)



wasn’t wearing a bra, so slowed down. Why did I always forget this crucial item
when getting dressed? As the bus moved along, I drafted a monologue in my
head, jotting very key points down in my phone.

As the bus approached my stop, I looked out the window and saw rain
hitting the glass. Deciding that I needed to get on with what I’d come to do
rather than just go round on the bus until the weather got better, I stepped o� as
it started to pour, then did some sort of shu�e-running, arriving on the
doorstep of mine and Tom’s old building drenched through to my bones.

I took some deep breaths and rang the doorbell, wiping rain o� my face and
observing my re�ection in the glass pane. I realized that my headscarf was still
on, soaked through. I whipped it o� just as a petite blond girl I thought I
recognized opened the door. She must have been a neighbor I’d seen in the short
time I’d lived here. Her hair was up in a loose bun and she was wearing nothing
but a black T-shirt that reached her knees. As she stepped back from the door,
her pert breasts shook with the motion, her nipples almost pointing to the sky. I
crossed my arms in order to cover my comparatively heavy bosom.

“Hi,” I hu�ed, blinking water out of my eyes, “I think I must have pressed
the wrong buzzer. I meant to press �at B, sorry.”

The girl squinted at me through small blue eyes, and her face dropped. “Er,”
she started, “let me just  .  .  .” then turned and ran up the main stairs. I stepped
into the communal hallway and wiped rain o� of my arms and legs with wet
hands, splattering the ceramic tiles. The smell of the building was soothingly
familiar, and with each deep breath I felt the tension in my stomach loosen.

“What are you doing?” I heard. I looked up and saw Tom standing on the
stairs outside our old door in nothing but a pair of sweatpants. As he closed the
door behind him, my mouth dried up and my stomach lurched half with fear
and half with desire. It had been so long that I’d forgotten what he looked like
topless. I thought about turning to leave, but I’d gone all that way in the rain so
was going to say what I’d gone there to say. Plus, it was still pouring.

“Tom! Hello, stranger.” My voice trembled. “How are you?”
Tom didn’t reply, he didn’t move, he didn’t show any sign that he was pleased

to see me. He just carried on looking down at me.



“So,” I started, “I know that you might not be ready to talk to me, but I just
need to say something. I—”

“Queenie, this isn’t fair.” Tom cut me o� �rmly. “You can’t just show up
here.”

“Okay, and yes, you’re right, and I know that I should be respecting your
space, but, like, I used to live here, plus you’ve been ignoring my messages for
months and I didn’t know what else to do,” I said in a small voice. “I don’t need
to come up, but let me say what I need to.”

Tom opened his mouth to protest, probably, but closed it again. I took that
as my cue to begin.

“I don’t know how it’s been for you, but the last few months have been
fucking terrible for me,” I confessed. “I’m so far away from where I was when I
was with you. We used to speak about marriage, and babies, and at the time I
didn’t think I could do it, and I was scared, but now I’m even more scared that
I’ve lost you, and lost the marriage and the babies—” I took a deep breath. “I’m
having all of these random one-night stands with men who treat my body like
it’s a sex aide, and there was this one guy who I was sleeping with and the sex
was, on re�ection, pretty brutal, but then Cassandra came round and it turns
out it’s her boyfriend, which is mad, and so she called me a slut”—I paused to
take in a deep breath—“and there’s also this guy from my o�ce who I knew I
shouldn’t get involved with but I’ve been so lonely and I was just waiting for you
to get in touch, and he turned out to be married so I really shouldn’t have got
involved. . . .” It was like I couldn’t stop it from coming out. Tom wasn’t looking
at me, but I could see from how red his face was getting that he was angry. I
carried on anyway. “So I’m sensing that I’m probably oversharing, but the point
is that I miss you and I’m scared of the person I’m becoming.” I �nished
speaking and took a deep breath. “I’m not me without you. This break is killing
me.” I took another deep breath. “I’m sorry. For everything.”

I listened to Tom breathing heavily through his nose. I opened my mouth to
ask what I could do to get him to talk to me again when he �nally spoke. “You
know that’s the �rst time you’ve apologized?” He laughed softly. “The �rst time
you’ve actually said sorry. After everything. The pushing away, the lashing out,
the mood swings. The �rst time you’ve apologized.”



“It can’t be,” I said, before realizing that he was probably right. “Well. I am.”
I started to walk up the stairs toward Tom, but he put a hand out to stop me.

“It’s too late, Queenie,” he said quietly. “It was too late months ago, I thought
you got that!”

I stumbled backward down the wooden steps and grabbed onto the handrail
to stop myself from falling and cracking my head open on the tiled �oor.

“But we love each other!” I said, trying to convince him. “All this time, I
thought we loved each other,” I said, trying to convince myself. “And the text, at
New Year’s, I said I wanted us to have a good year, and you replied with a kiss?”

“Yeah, sorry about that, I was hammered. I should have realized you’d read
too much into it.” His words were like a punch to the gut.

The door to the �at opened and the girl from before stepped out. “Sorry to
break this up.” She looked down at me apologetically. “Tom, are you coming
back in?” she asked, putting her hand on his waist.

“Yeah, give us a sec, Anna,” Tom said, turning around to her. “I’m just saying
good-bye.”

She closed the door behind her, but Tom continued to face where she’d been
standing. “You should go.”

“Who’s that? I thought she was a neighbor,” I told him. No response. “It’s
okay if you’re sleeping with other people, I don’t mind that, it’s not like I hav—”

“I—uh.” Tom swallowed loudly. “Anna’s my girlfriend, Queenie. Has been
for a while now.” He wouldn’t look at me.

“But,” I gasped, “I agreed we should revisit where we were in three months?”
“I thought you meant we’d see how the other was,” Tom o�ered weakly. “I

didn’t think you meant we’d kick things o� again.”
I felt like I was going to keel over and die.
“So we’re really done?” I asked. “Forever?”
“We’re really done.” Tom shrugged.
I opened my mouth to tell him about the miscarriage. Surely then he’d care,

surely he’d be forced to think about what that actually meant, how heavy that
was. “Tom.”

“What? What?” he asked me, annoyed. And I realized that I’d rather keep it
to myself. He wouldn’t care. I’d rather have him not know than have his apathy.



I walked home in the rain listening to “Losing You” by Solange and “When You
Were Mine” by Prince on rotation. By the time I got back, I was shivering so
visibly that Rupert actually made me a cup of tea.

“Where did you go?” he asked as we sat in the kitchen, me still in my sopping
wet clothes, rainwater dripping onto the lino.

“Just for a walk,” I lied. My breath caught in my throat. “I should go and—” I
stood up, and the kitchen seemed to warp. I pulled myself up the stairs while
everything spun around me, and �opped onto my bed. My breaths were getting
shallow. I tried to call out, but it felt like a giant was standing on my chest. I
could hear a ringing in my ears, and then everything went black.

I came to on the �oor next to my bed. I tried to get up, but my limbs felt heavy,
so knocked my phone from my bedside table to the �oor. I couldn’t call any of
my friends, I didn’t want them to see me like this. I couldn’t call my
grandmother, she was too old to deal with this. Maggie! She’d probably try to
sprinkle holy water on me, but at least she was good at staying pragmatic in the
face of illness. I dialed her number and curled into a ball on the �oor.

“Hello, Queenie, what’s happening?” Maggie answered cheerily.
“Aunt Maggie?” I rasped. “I don’t feel well.”
“Oh dear, you sound o�. What’s wrong?”
“I don’t . . . know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know? Is it your women’s troubles again?”

she asked suspiciously. “I’ve been praying for your recovery, so it can’t be—”
“No, I can’t . . . breathe.” It was getting harder to talk.
“What do you mean, you can’t breathe? You wouldn’t be able to talk to me if

you couldn’t breathe, sweetheart.”
“Can you . . . come here? Sorry to, ask, I just, can’t—”
“Okay. I’ll get a cab over,” Maggie said. “I’ll have to bring Diana. Her dad

forgot that he was meant to take her this weekend. Honestly, that man, he alw
—”

“Maggie, please . . . come.”



I managed to stagger down the stairs to the kitchen for a glass of water and lay
on the sofa as my stomach churned. I tried to take big gulps of air down, but
whenever I breathed in, something stopped me. I eventually gave way to
hyperventilation. After a lifetime of waiting, the doorbell rang, and I hoisted
myself up from the sofa. When I opened the door, Diana charged past me and
Maggie bustled in after her.

“See, Mum, I told you it smells weird!” Diana wrinkled her nose in disgust,
her tucked-up septum piercing catching the light from the upstairs hallway.

“Diana’s right, Queenie, it smells like the whole place is damp. I didn’t know
you were living like this.”

I sat on the stairs and put my head between my legs.
“Diana, you go and sit down, �nd the front room. Don’t take your shoes o�,

the �oor isn’t clean.” Maggie stood over me and bent down, looking into my
eyes. “You’re shaking! Am I going to have to get an old priest and a young priest
in here?” she joked, putting her hand on my shoulder. “No wonder you’re
shaking, you’re soaking wet!” she exclaimed.

“Can’t breathe,” I told my aunt. “And my head is swimming. My hands are
shaking . . . and my stomach doesn’t hurt, but it just feels like it’s �ipping over.”
I stopped talking so that I could try to take some deep breaths.

“Do you feel sick?” Maggie asked, rubbing my back. I shook my head. “Let
me know if you’re going to be sick,” she said.

“I’m not going to be sick.”
“Diana, can you �nd a bucket, please?” Maggie called out. “Queenie is going

to be sick.”
“Maggie! I don’t feel nauseous or anything, but I feel like something is going

to come up out of my mouth,” I said, �apping my hands frantically. “I don’t
know how to explain it. I feel like something really bad is going to happen, I feel
like I’ll never feel better.”

I closed my eyes to stop my aunt’s face blurring in front of me.
“Panic attack,” Diana said knowingly as she walked into the hallway.
“When did you turn doctor?” Maggie asked through tightened lips.



“It is a panic attack, though.” Diana crossed her arms and leaned against the
wall, smug with her diagnosis. “Some girl in my class had them when we �rst
started school. She used to feel like that before every class, so she had to take
lessons in a room on her own.”

“Are you under a lot of stress?” Maggie asked, the sentence getting quieter so
that by the time she said “stress” she was mouthing it. Jamaicans don’t typically
believe in mental health issues. “And have you been praying?”

“What do you mean by stress?” I ignored the latter part of her question. “I’ve
never had a panic attack.” I gasped as a wave of what I immediately recognized as
acute panic hit me.

“Doesn’t matter, Henny hadn’t. They just started,” Diana said, picking at
bits of the peeling wallpaper.

“Okay,” Maggie said, composing herself by smoothing down her bright
orange kaftan. “Diana, stop touching, please. Queenie, get out of those wet
clothes and grab your overnight things. Let’s go to Mum’s. Can we try to get the
bus, or should I call a cab?” Maggie asked, adjusting her wig.

“I don’t want to go out,” I whimpered.
“You’re not turning agoraphobic on me—come on, let’s go. I’ll call a cab.”

Maggie clapped her hands as Diana helped me to stand up.
I looked at my little cousin. “Sorry about this.”
“Don’t be sorry,” she said, helping me up the stairs.
I shoved my headscarf and my laptop into my rucksack. As soon as we got

into the cab, Maggie was on the phone to my grandmother, speaking in what I
think she thought were hushed tones: “. . . I don’t know, Mum. She doesn’t have
a fever, she doesn’t have a stomachache. I don’t know if she’s eaten. . . . Should I
call Sylvie? . . . She’s her mum, she’d want to know! . . . Okay. Well, we’ll be there
in twenty minutes.”

“Wake up. Queenie. Wake up.” I opened my eyes to see Diana’s face looming
over mine. “We’re here. Do you need me to help you in?”

“No, I’m �ne,” I said, swatting my cousin away. “Why are you being so
helpful this evening? It’s not like you.” I stepped out of the car and struggled up



the gravel path with Maggie and Diana toward my grandmother. She was
standing with her hands on her hips. I stepped through the porch door and she
pulled me in by the arm and looked at me.

“Wha’ wrong wid yu?” she asked as Diana sat on the stairs and got her phone
out of her pocket.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged, looking at the �oor. My grandmother put her
hands on my cheeks and lifted my face so that my eyes met hers.

“Tell me, nuh?” she insisted.
“I don’t know. I feel weird.” I moved her hands from my face.
“Have you eaten?” she asked, pursing her lips.
“I’m not hungry,” I told her, moving from the porch into the house.
“I didn’t say are you hungry, I said have you eaten?” My grandmother’s lips

were tighter, but still she managed to speak.
“No, I can’t. Can I just go to sleep?” I said, going to walk up the stairs.
“Food �rst. I put some �sh �ngers on for you,” my grandmother told me, and

pointed toward the kitchen. Food Is Love is my family’s uno�cial motto. Pity
that the motto is also Have You Put on Weight?

My grandmother and I sat in the kitchen, Diana and Maggie’s chattering in
the living room occasionally broken up by my granddad begging that they “stop
being so loud. Please!” and my grandmother barking, “Stop being miserable, let
them live!” through the wall.

As I forced �sh �ngers and soggy toast down, I wondered if I should tell her
about what had happened with Tom. I couldn’t bring myself to o�er the
information, so decided to wait until she brought it up. I was surprised she
hadn’t asked already.

Diana came in to rummage for food, which prompted my grandmother to
jump up and start preparing her a three-course meal, so I took the opportunity
to sneak upstairs. Needing to watch something for distraction, I pulled my
laptop out of my rucksack, and swore as the contents of the bag came out with
it.

“Do. Not. Swear. Me teach you � swear?” My grandmother had crept up the
stairs.

“No, sorry. Sorry for making a mess,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed.



“Get into bed. Here’s a hot water bottle, and here’s your nightie. I washed it
for you.” She handed me a white calf-length nightgown speckled with lavender
�owers. Lace frills overwhelmed the bust and sleeves.

I removed my clothes shakily and put it on as she picked up the various bits
of crap that I carry around daily from the �oor.

“What’s this?” she asked, unfolding a piece of paper.
I leaped over to her and grabbed it out of her hand. “Nothing.”
She looked at me and pursed her lips.
“Get some rest. You’ll feel better in the morning.” She turned the light o�

and left me standing in the dark.
“I won’t sleep, it’s nine o’clock!” I called out after her, getting into bed and

hugging the hot water bottle to my stomach.
It’s over, I thought, Tom’s words bouncing around my brain. How can it be

over? I fell asleep almost immediately.

As always, at my grandmother’s house, I woke up not knowing where I was, but
immediately recognized my surroundings when I saw the moonlight shining
onto a painting of the Virgin Mary on the wall opposite the bed.

THE CORGIS
Queenie

It’s more bad news, corgis

Queenie

Tom has a new girlfriend

Queenie

Turns out he thought we were over all
along



Queenie

He said “When you said we should revisit
things in three months, I guess I thought
you meant we should see how the other
is”

Queenie

????

Queenie

And I’ve just been here waiting for
NOTHING while he’s been moving on

Queenie

I don’t know how much more of this I can
take, you know. What next?

I slid out of bed and wedged my feet into my childhood slippers. I went over
to the door and turned the doorknob almost imperceptibly slowly so as to make
as little noise as possible.

“Queenie? What’s wrong?” my grandmother shouted, and I jumped out of
my skin.

“Nothing, I’m just going for a wee,” I whispered, creeping along the hallway.
“Mind the stairs,” she shouted.
“I’m going in the opposite direction to the stairs!” I whispered.
“But it’s dark,” she replied. I wonder how much sleep my granddad gets on

average? I sat on the toilet, feeling for the toilet paper in the dark.
“Do you feel better?” My grandmother turned the light on. I squinted and

covered my eyes.
“I don’t know, it’s the middle of the night. Go back to sleep, Grandma!”
“Do you think I sleep, with all of you to worry about? I don’t think I’ve put

my head on the pillow and slept a full night since 1950.”
I got back into bed, my grandmother shu�ing downstairs to get me some

water. She came back up and put a glass on the bedside table.



“Move over.” She climbed in next to me and I turned to face her, putting my
head on her chest. She wasn’t as plump as she used to be. She felt smaller, frail,
underneath the weight of my head, so I lifted it and hovered it slightly above,
letting my neck take the strain.

“You think I can’t take your weight? I carried you when you were a baby, and
I could carry you now. Try to sleep, Queenie.”



chapter
TWENTY

THE CORGIS
Kyazike

What do you mean, he’s got a girlfriend?

Queenie

I mean I went back to our old flat and he
was there with his new girlfriend, he was
topless, she’s so small she was drowning
in nothing but one of his T-shirts

Queenie

And he literally said the words “Anna is my
girlfriend” to me

Kyazike

Excuse me? How has he already got a
whole girlfriend with official labels? It ain’t
been that long?

Darcy

Oh, Queenie, I’m so sorry xxxx



Darcy

Why didn’t he tell you before you went
there and found out?

Queenie

I’ve been trying to recall our last
conversation? I’m sure it wasn’t clear that
we’d broken up? I’m SURE of it

Queenie

What if I just heard what I wanted to?

Kyazike

Nah, he should have made it clear, fam.
BUT at least this means you haven’t been
cheating on him these last few months

Queenie

I mean, I guess? Thanks, Kyazike

Kyazike

What’s she like? She a mzungu?

Darcy

Sorry Kyazike; I looked that up on Urban
Dictionary but it’s not there . . .

Kyazike

LOL, mzungu is my language. It means
white girl



Darcy

Thanks! I should have been able to figure
that one out

Queenie

Course it’s a white girl. But we knew it was
going to be, didn’t we

Kyazike

Fam. We knew

As Darcy and I stood in the kitchen, the fridge beeped angrily, louder than ever,
and the neon light �ickered dramatically.

“I looked her up on the way home,” I said, showing Darcy pictures of “Anna”
on my phone. “I knew I recognized her. Look, she works in his o�ce.” I
navigated the girl’s pro�le, showing Darcy bits of information I’d seen so much
that I’d memorized. “I fucking told him he needed a white girlfriend. Just never
thought he’d get one WHEN WE WERE ON A BREAK.”

“I’ve just had a thought. Do you think that they were—” Darcy said, her
hand �ying up to her mouth.

“If you’re going to suggest that they were seeing each other before we broke
up, then please don’t.” I swallowed down rising dread. “I think you know that I
can’t handle that in my current state.”

“Well, at least if that were the case, I guess it would mean that you could start
properly hating him. And hating someone is a vital stage when it comes to
getting over them.” Seriously, there was nothing Darcy couldn’t �nd a solution
for.

“Whatever,” I said, putting my phone away. I’d looked at enough pictures of
Anna to paint her from memory. “I need to suppress that for now. Got a
meeting with Chuck.” I left the kitchen and went over to Chuck’s desk, feeling
very managerial when I asked him to show me his progress.



“Okay, so, this new layout,” he started eagerly. “I’ve printed all of the
examples that you’ve sent me and thought we could talk them through? Right,
so—”

My phone buzzed, and when I pulled it out to look saw the beginning of a
message from Cassandra �ash up on the screen.

Cassandra

If I say we can talk about it this evening,
will you st

I walked back to my desk, sat down, and opened the text.

Cassandra

If I say we can talk about it this evening,
will you stop sending me messages? It’s
getting tiresome, you chasing me.

“Sorry, Chuck, can we postpone?” I shouted across the o�ce. “I’ll look over
those and we can talk about it tomorrow.”

The knot in my stomach tightened as I crossed the o�ce and slipped into an
empty breakout room. I called Cassandra. She didn’t answer. I tried again, and
got a text.

Cassandra

Just come round later.

I had tiny sips of tomato soup as I unpacked Cassandra’s messages over lunch
with Darcy.

“I don’t understand why she’s being so cold, though,” I said, grimacing as the
soup started to churn in my stomach.

“Isn’t she quite cold anyway?” Darcy said. “You know, like a sort of duchess
‘I’m better than everyone because I’ve psychoanalyzed you all to death and I
know you better than you’ll ever know yourselves’ way?”



“You’d noticed?” I asked, relieved that I wasn’t the only one who realized that
Cassandra was hard work.

“Are you joking?” Darcy laughed. “That’s exactly the vibe she gives o�. Poor
you, you must be used to it. Do you want some bread with your soup?”

I shook my head. “She’s not that bad—look how much money she’s given
me. If it weren’t for her I wouldn’t have been able to a�ord dinner most nights.
Either way, silent treatment for nearly a month, and now she wants to see me?
Why doesn’t she just call me? I’m too scared to see her face-to-face.” I put my
spoon down. I couldn’t eat any more. “Unless she’s going to apologize for
cutting me out of her life for something that was in no way my fault.”

“I’m actually quite relieved she left the Corgis. She’s so anal that she’d put
full stops at the end of all her messages. It drove me mad. Can you at least try to
eat a bit more? Here, try my burger.” Darcy thrust her food toward me, and I
jerked my head away. “If you stop eating properly, you’ll feel worse, Queenie.”

“Eating makes me feel worse,” I couldn’t stop myself from moaning. “Every
single thing I eat or drink, I can feel its route through my digestive system the
minute it passes my lips.”

“Are you in pain?” Darcy leaned closer to me.
“No, it’s more discomfort. And churning.” I rubbed my stomach, pressing

my hand into it roughly.
“Don’t do that!” Darcy pulled my hand away toward her. “Are you  .  .  .

pregnant?”
“No, no way. It might be panic or anxiety or something.” I lowered my voice.

“Remember, I have my referral letter from stern Elspeth.”
“Yes, that’s a brilliant idea!” Darcy’s face lit up, a possible solution in sight.
“Is it?” I tried another sip of soup. “Isn’t that just admitting that something

is wrong with me?”
“So what if something is wrong with you? There’s something wrong with all

of us,” Darcy said gently.
“There is nothing wrong with you.” I sighed, throwing the spoon down and

leaning back in my chair. “There’s too much wrong with me, Darcy. I don’t
think I’ll ever know what it’s like not to worry. About everything.”



“Well, there you go, that’s what you need to talk about. I think you should do
it. What have you got to lose?”

I sat on the bus to Cassandra’s. My stomach was still turning and my skin felt
like it was on �re. I tried counting to ten repeatedly to stop myself from having
to run o� the bus screaming. My breathing was getting shallower, and I couldn’t
regulate it. What was wrong with me? I’d done this journey a million times.

I stopped at the �orist on the corner of Cassandra’s street and picked up a
bunch of irises. I went to the counter to pay and emptied all of my pockets and
rucksack onto the counter before accepting that I’d forgotten my purse at work,
so walked to Cassandra’s house without a peace o�ering.

As I got closer, I leaned on the wall and bent over, taking some deep breaths
as I summoned the courage to walk up the path and ring the doorbell.

“Are you okay, Queenie?” I looked up at Cassandra’s dad, who had opened
the door.

“Yes! Sorry, Jacob, just a little  .  .  . out of breath. I ran here,” I lied. “Is
Cassandra in? Please,” I asked, walking through the front door.

“Yes, go up, she’s in her room. Exciting times ahead!” he said sadly, his tone
not matching his words. What did he mean?

“Now, can I get you a drink?” Jacob asked, guiding me into the house. “I
know you like my hot chocolate!” Did he know about Guy? He wasn’t talking
to me like he knew. Though parents were meant to stay adult and impartial
throughout these things, weren’t they?

I tripped over a box as I made my way through the hallway. I fell over another
as I got to the top of the stairs. I stood outside Cassandra’s door, my �st poised
to knock, and looked at the brass C screwed into the wood. My stomach rolled
over. I wasn’t ready for con�ict.

“Come in,” I heard Cassandra say. My hands were so sweaty that after two
failed attempts at turning the doorknob, I eventually managed it with my sleeve
over my hand.

I stepped into the room and stood in the doorway, puzzled by more boxes
seemingly containing the contents of Cassandra’s room. “Where are you o� to?”



I asked.
“Leaving,” she snorted. “Moving. With Guy.”
“Are you joking? To-to where?” My legs started to shake, so I lowered myself

onto the stool by Cassandra’s dressing table before I remembered that it was
only decorative and could break under my weight, so stood up again. Breaking
family heirlooms was not the way to forgiveness.

“To Winchester.” Cassandra smirked, as if she’d just told me she’d won
something I’d really wanted.

“What? Where’s Winchester?” I furrowed my brow.
“Of course, you’re terrible at geography,” she snickered. “Hampshire.”
“Okay, but why are you moving to Winchester with Guy, Cassandra?” I

pressed. Why was she saying this as if it were the most natural thing in the
world?

“Well, you’ll know he’s a junior doctor, I’m sure.” Cassandra �ipped her
golden-brown hair viciously. “His next placement is at a hospital there. Didn’t
he tell you that when you were fucking?”

“No.” Little spikes of anger pulsed through me. Why was I still being
blamed? “I didn’t know that,” I said, my voice calmer than my disposition.

Cassandra crossed to me and shut the bedroom door. It closed with a quiet
click. I felt trapped.

“Really? You were lying on your back for him all that time, did you never
actually talk to each other?” She narrowed her eyes at me and crossed her arms
tightly.

“Oh, come on, that’s not fair,” I groaned.
Cassandra cocked her head at me, demanding a response.
“Well, maybe, but I wasn’t ever listening. We weren’t having a relationship!” I

tried to explain. “It was just about the sex. And remember, I stopped doing i—”
She lifted a hand to cut me o�.

“Anyway, I’ve decided that I’m going to be adult about this,” she said smugly.
“He loves me, and he made a mistake. And, you know, you were just sex. An
outlet to release tension when he was having a wobble about his career.” She
sounded like she truly believed that. “We’ve looked into it, there are psychiatry
courses I can do at a university not far away. The houses there are cheap



compared to London, and my dad has agreed to help us get our feet on the
ladder.” She smiled and went back to her spot, removing books from her shelves
and placing them into one of the twenty cardboard boxes in the room.

“Do, your parents, do they know what happened?” I asked breathlessly,
hoping that I could call them in to help put a stop to this madness. “Surely if
they did, they’d tell you that you were mad.”

“No, and they don’t need to,” Cassandra said viciously enough to make me
pull back. “Guy’s said that we can start having a good life together, and I believe
him.”

“Cassandra, let me get this straight.” I was trying to make sense of the
nonsensical. “You hear me talk about some boy for months. Like, the duration
of the time you’ve been with him. You aren’t sleeping with him; then you come
to my house and watch him walk out of my bedroom with your own two eyes,
and your next step is to cut me out and leave London with him? I came here
because I thought you were going to apologize, but instead you’re telling me that
you’re making a choice, and you’ve chosen him? You don’t even know him!” I
pleaded with her.

I crossed the room and placed a hand on hers to stop her from packing her
life away.

“Don’t.” She yanked her hand away as if mine were made of �re. “This isn’t a
choice between you and him, don’t be so self-centered,” she said. “It’s about me.
I’ve found someone that I want to be with. He gives me stability. I can’t carry on
with the only consistent thing in my life being your problems.” She let those
words hang in the air. “I’ve met someone that I love, he loves me, and we’re
starting a life together.”

“But he was cheating on you, the whole time,” I said. “This wasn’t a drunken
kiss in a club! Don’t you think you deserve better than that?” Cassandra picked
up a roll of brown tape and turned it around in her hands, looking closely at it
for the edge.

“Do you know the thing about you, Queenie?” She found the edge and
picked at it. “You’re damaged goods,” she said. Her words hit me as if Apollo
Creed had punched me in the chest. I sat on the edge of the bed. “You’re
damaged goods, so you self-destruct,” Cassandra repeated calmly. A good thing



she repeated it, too, because I couldn’t believe what I’d heard the �rst time. “No
wonder Tom escaped when he did. He was too good for you.” As her words
continued to strike me, I could feel my heart fragment a little bit more.

“You’re so closed o� that actual love is out of your reach, so you settle for sex.
With anyone who’ll fuck you. Your self-esteem is a joke.” She placed the edge of
the tape on the cardboard and extended it, sealing the box. “With a mum like
yours, it’s no surprise.” She smoothed the tape down on the box. “So. Take
care.” She lifted the box and put it atop a pile of others.

“Cassandra, we’ve been friends for, what, almost a decade?” I said, my voice
breaking. “Why are you saying this? How can you say this?”

“It’s all true, isn’t it?” She shrugged. “You’re always saying I psychoanalyze
you too much. Think of it as my �nal diagnosis. You can let yourself out.”

I stood up. What was the point in trying to change her mind?
“Good luck with everything, Queenie,” Cassandra said as I walked out of her

room. “Oh, and you have my bank account details. I’ll send you your tab.”



chapter
TWENTY-ONE

“SHE’S A BITCH for that, don’t you dare listen to her. She’s more of a prick than
that Welsh ting, and he’s a major dickhead.” Kyazike and I stood on her balcony
smoking. She had one eye gazing out on a sparse and wintry London, the other
looking through the window at the living room door in case her mum came
home and caught us.

“Why don’t you save yourself this drama, fam? Why don’t you just date black
guys?” Kyazike asked.

“Why do you think?” I asked, shutting her down.
“Sorry, no, I know. I should have thought before I said,” she said, �ustered.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap,” I apologized, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“Remember the �rst family party you took me to?”
“The one where my cousin Elias tried to move to you?”
“Yeah.” I nodded. “And I was so stressed by it that I started crying?”
“Yeah, and we had to pretend it was because you had period pains,” Kyazike

recalled.
“I just can’t do it, Kyazike. I’m scared of black guys. I’ll always, always think

they hate me.”
“I get you, I get that,” she said reassuringly. “But that’s pure nonsense, my

strong, beautiful black queen,” she added in a thick Ugandan accent, the one she
borrowed from her mum when she wanted to hammer a point home.

“Maybe Cassandra is right. Maybe I am damaged goods, that’s why all of that
stu� with Tom, and Ted, and all the others,” I said, ignoring her compliment.
“And the king of it all, Roy. He made sure that any self-esteem I had was crushed
into nothing.”



“Nah, I’m not having that!” Kyazike shouted so loudly that her voice echoed
around the buildings. “These men, they ain’t worth all this. And Cassandra?”
Kyazike kissed her teeth. “She’s just vex because her man found good sex
somewhere else. She’s taking it out on you, fam. All of that psychology nonsense
she chats, and she can’t even do it on herself. You think that relationship is
gonna last?” She kissed her teeth again. “She’s lucky I don’t spin her jaw, how
can she talk about your mum like that? The stu� with you and your mu—”

“Kyazike, don’t,” I warned her, then screamed and ducked as a pigeon that
had nested on the balcony �ew over my head.

“Sorry,” she apologized. “Anyway, I give it two months, she’ll be belling your
phone telling you how she needs help moving home and how she’s sorry she
didn’t listen and takes back everything she said. So don’t think about it for now.
Put it out your head, fam. Come, we go inside, it’s a blitz.”

We went back inside and rubbed our hands together. It was a cold February
afternoon, and the air held a harsh chill.

I threw myself down on the sofa, yelping as my skin touched the cold leather.
Kyazike handed me the razor blade and lowered herself to the �oor. “Beg you
hand me that blanket?” she said, holding her hand out.

“Can we at least turn that fan heater on?” I begged. “My �ngers are shaking
so much that I might scalp you.”

“Are you going to pay the electric bill?” Kyazike asked, turning to look at me.
“It’s your head, Kyazike,” I warned her. She crawled across the room and

turned the heater on. We both sighed with relief as the hot blast of air hit us.
“Are you going to get rid of that pigeon nest? It can’t be hygienic to have

them living there like that.” I gestured to another bird as it landed on her
balcony.

“I’ve tried to poke it with the broom, but it’s stuck �rm. Those pigeons are
crafty, they’ve built it on a corner we can’t reach. But I’m going to get closer. I
just need a white suit.”

“What? Like a white trouser suit?” I asked.
“Nah, not my Sunday best, Queenie, one of those CSI suits they wear when

there’s been a murder. Trust me, I will have those pigeons up.”
“Sorry, yeah,” I said, my head all muddled. “CSI suit.”



I took a deep breath. “Kyazike. What do you think about counseling?”
“The pigeons aren’t stressing me that much, fam.” She laughed.
“No, I mean, like, when people are having a bad time. Do you know anyone

who has ever been?”
“Queenie. I’m Ugandan. You think anyone in my family is allowed to say they

need help? You bury that shit and you move on. If I told my mum I need
counseling, she’d ship me over to Kampala in a cargo barrel.”

“I’m thinking about getting it,” I said. “I don’t know. I feel, like, awful, all the
time. It’s not shifting. This frosty woman at the clinic wants to sign me up
because she thought I was going mad. Well, �rst she thought I was being pimped
out, but then she realized that I was just having sex for fun,” I rambled. “But
that I probably wasn’t having that much fun.”

“Well, do it if you need to, innit. I don’t think I’m the best person to talk
about all this feelings therapy �u� with.”

I carried on with Kyazike’s hair while she told me about a guy who kept
taking her on dates and then promising her shoes or similar. I couldn’t keep
track of what she was saying because I kept getting snatches of panic that would
rise and fall in my chest and had to concentrate on quelling them while trying to
pick up keywords from the story.

“Are you listening?”
“Sorry, yes! The shoes?” I said.
“Yeah, so eventually I was like, ‘Stop dropping hints, why do you wanna

know my shoe size?’ He says he’s in Selfridges buying me shoes as a late
Christmas present, so I rushed there in case he was gonna get me a pair that I
don’t like, like the guy who bought me the nude Louboutins that were nude, but
for a white girl.” Kyazike shook her head in disappointment. “Anyway, I get
there, I’m trying on the shoes, I hand them to him, �ne. Twotwo’s, we’re at the
register and he’s trying to haggle with the store girl, then he tried to pay with
four cards, none of which were in his name!” Kyazike turned to look at me. I
looked back at her �atly. “Are you all right, fam? You usually love my stories,” she
said, disappointment and worry etched across her face.

“I’m �ne, just sleepy,” I said. “Sorry.”



“All right. Anyway, I’m locking it o�, fam. He’s some wheeler-dealer! I’m not
asking for much from my Mr. Right, you know, but believe, employment is
essential. Plus, this guy’s phone only seems to be on when he wants to link me,
and the dates are all spontaneous. Like he’ll call me and say, ‘Come out for
dinner,’ like I’m constantly sitting at home ready with my eyebrows drawn on.
Like makeup isn’t expensive.” She kissed her teeth. “Maybe I should try white
guys like you. They’d treat me better.”

“You think?” I asked her, the last few months of gross mistreatment �ashing
before my eyes.

“Yeah. They wouldn’t like me, though.” Kyazike shrugged. “I’m too black for
them. They don’t want a dark black girl.”

“Don’t be stupid. I’m proof that they don’t want us, whatever shade.” I
sighed heavily. “Why can’t I just have a happy ending, Kyazike?”

“You joking, fam?” Kyazike laughed. “You think life is a �lm? Even if it was,
fam, we’re black. ‘Whatever shade,’ ” she said, mimicking my voice, “we’d be �rst
to die.”

I �nished Kyazike’s hair and she went to start cooking, brave enough to endure
the cold kitchen �ooring. I wrapped the blanket around me and felt myself
drifting o�, but didn’t try very hard to �ght it.

I slept, but I could hear everything that was happening at Kyazike’s: I heard
when she �nished cooking, waking up just enough to say no when she o�ered
me dinner; I heard when she ate and watched EastEnders; I heard the squeeze of
dish soap and the clatter of dishes and splashing of water when she did the
washing up. I heard her go on the balcony when the shoe guy called; I heard her
tell him that she wasn’t leaving the �at because “your whole essence is too short-
notice, and I can’t be going out with no fraud boy!”

I heard Kyazike’s mum come home; I heard the argument they had about
having the fan heater on; I heard her mum get in the bath to get ready for her
second shift of the day.

At midnight, Kyazike shook me gently and handed me a headscarf and
nightie. I put them on and lay on the sofa. It was warmer now. “Here’s a quilt,”



she said. “See you in the morning.”

When I woke up, Kyazike had already gone to work. When I got to the o�ce, I
had several e-mails from Gina asking me to see her in her o�ce immediately. I
knocked on the open door.

“Come in,” she barked. “Oh, Queenie, are you seriously wearing the same
thing you wore yesterday? Close the door behind you.”

“Yes, sorry,” I said. “It’s only because I stayed at a friend’s house.” I shut the
door and walked over to the chair that faced Gina.

“Now. I’ve got some bad news for you,” she told me.
“What?” I asked, my heart beginning to pound in my ears.
“You’re being suspended.”
“What?” I blinked. “What?”
“This extreme crush that you’ve had on Ted Noman, well  .  .  . it’s not

appropriate. He’s �led an o�cial complaint with HR, and everyone thinks it’s
best that you’re not in the o�ce while it’s investigated.” Gina lowered her voice,
embarrassed for me.

“An extreme crush?” I asked, bewildered. “On Ted?”
“He’s spoken about it to HR con�dentially, and says that you’ve been paying

him a lot of attention, saying suggestive and inappropriate things, following him
around, and that it’s making him entirely uncomfortable and stressed in his
place of work,” Gina explained.

What was going on? “Suspended for that? But he, no, he’s the one who—I
have the e-mails, and the messages, he’s the one—” I stuttered, desperate for her
to understand that I wasn’t the one at fault.

“We have to take that sort of complaint seriously.” She paused brie�y. “Plus,
you already had an o�cial warning on your �le.”

“But it’s not true, Gina! Can’t you tell them that it’s not true?” I begged her.
“And that I just come in and do my job?”

“Queenie, how can I prove to them that there’s a role here that you’re
actually ful�lling? You don’t come in on time. When you do get here, you spend
every second distracting Darcy, who has managed to do her job alongside the



chatting, by the way. You aren’t focused, you aren’t committed, and when I
asked you to contribute to the paper, which you wanted all along, you didn’t do
it, and when I gave you that tiny responsibility, to look after an intern, you can’t
even do that. Word gets around, Queenie, and Chuck’s father is the head of the
U.S. paper, come on!”

“I’m sorry, Gina, it’s just that there’s been a lot going on. I am sorry, I just let
it get away from me and I’ve been distracted, but I will do better, I promise.” I
pleaded with her as panic started to rear its ugly head.

“Queenie, we all have things going on,” Gina started. “Between me and you,
my ex-husband refuses to look after our children, my lover has been telling me
he’s going to leave his wife for the last six years, my mother has been moved into
a hospice, and my father doesn’t remember who I am, but still I have to keep
going. What is it I told you all those months ago? You’ve got to keep one foot on
the ground! You focus! But you haven’t, even though I’ve been giving you
chance after chance.”

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I can’t believe I’ve let this happen.”
“So here’s what you’re going to do.” Gina crossed her arms. “You’re going to

leave the o�ce at the end of the week. I’ve managed to swing it that you’re going
to be on paid leave for two weeks, as you haven’t taken any of your holiday,
which brings you just past the end of the month. Then after that, no pay, and we
wait to see what happens. I’ll keep you posted on the investigation.” Gina
paused. She surely knew that this was my only source of income. “Chuck will be
�lling in for you, Queenie. He’s done some brilliant work. He did a redesign of
the culture pages, and everyone is very impressed.”

“But I told him to do that,” I said bitterly. “Is this because my dad isn’t the
head of a paper? This isn’t fair!”

“Queenie, not much is!” Gina said heavily. “Yes, people like Chuck have it
easier than you, but instead of complaining about it, you’ve got to do better!”

“I understand, Gina,” I cut in. “Twice as hard to get half as much, right? I
grew up hearing this, but never thought I’d hear it from you.”

“This isn’t because you’re black, or because your family is poor!” Gina
pointed a �nger at me. “He’s got it easier than most of us here, for God’s sake.



Frankly, if you’d kept your eyes on the ball, then you wouldn’t be in this
position. I am so sorry, kid.”

I started to shake violently. Gina uncrossed her legs and jumped up from her
seat. She put a hand on my shoulder and asked if I was okay. I couldn’t respond.
She left the o�ce and came back seconds later with Darcy.

“Queenie? Queenie, are you okay?” I could see and hear my friend, but I still
couldn’t open my mouth to speak.

“Darcy, who is her next of kin?” Gina panicked, picking up her phone.
“Boyfriend? Shit, she doesn’t live with her boyfriend anymore, does she?”

“No, it’ll be a family member.”
“Do you know her mum’s number?” Gina asked, her hand hovering over the

phone keypad.
“Not her mum,” Darcy said. “Don’t call her mum. Her next of kin is

probably her aunt Maggie. The number will be in her phone. Queenie, where’s
your phone?”

I stared ahead, still shaking. Darcy left and came back a few seconds later, my
phone to her ear.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she’s shaking a lot.  .  .  . Okay, I’ll
ask her. Queenie, your aunt says, have you eaten? . . . She’s not saying anything.
But she didn’t eat anything at lunch yesterday.  .  .  . I don’t think she’s just
hungry, she looks like she’s in shock or something.  .  .  . Okay.  .  .  . Queenie,
Maggie asks if it’s the panic attacks this time, or the women’s troubles? . . . She
still won’t say anything. . . . Shall I get her stu� ready and bring her down to the
foyer? . . . Yep, I’ll wait with her until you get here. . . . No, it’s no bother at all,
I’ll see you soon.”



chapter
TWENTY-TWO

WITH EVERYTHING IN Eardley’s van, I walked down the steps of the damp,
crumbling Brixton house and left the key on the kitchen table. I wouldn’t miss
it. Not much could surprise me anymore, but I was shocked that I’d lasted as
long as I had in that house.

I ate my words and did miss the house days later when the reality of living with
my grandparents kicked in. I thought I’d be able to spend my days recovering
through sleep, rest, quiet, and food.

The �rst night, I was tossing and turning until dawn because I was worrying
that my life was over. Who moves in with their grandparents when they’re
almost twenty-six?

•  •  •

We sat in silence around the dinner table as the dim light �ickered overhead. I
looked down at my dinner, my stomach beginning to churn. I could never eat in
Roy’s presence, but he insisted on these weekly meals. Ultimately, they gave him
the opportunity to belittle either me or my mum for an extended period of time
while he had both of us in one place. “You know what I’ve been thinking?” Roy
said, breaking the silence. I wondered which one of us he was going to come for
�rst. Yesterday it was me, so today it was surely going to be my mum. “Your
daughter won’t amount to nuttin’.” Roy laughed, throwing his stocky frame
back in his chair and chucking his fork onto the dinner table. “Eedyats, the pair



of you.” My guess was wrong. I looked down at my plate as he laughed again. I
felt like I was going to be sick.

“This girl won’t amount to nuttin’ at all.”
I looked over at my mum, willing her to say something. She looked down at

her hands. Why was she always letting him do this?
“Lord God, what did I do to end up with two fool women under my roof?”

Roy growled, picking up his fork and shoveling rice into his mouth. “I take this
stupid woman in, big mistake, and me tink say her pickney ah go be better? I
mus’ ah been mad.”

“I’m not hungry anymore,” I said, pushing my chair away from the table.
“Where yuh tink yuh going?” Roy asked, taking a sip of his Dragon Stout.

The dark liquid almost escaped his mouth as he belched loudly.
“I’m going to do my homework,” I said, desperate to run out of the dining

room and out of the house.
“Finish. Yuh. Food,” he said, banging the bottle down. “Yuh not leaving my

table until you eat everyting on your plate.”
“I don’t feel good,” I whispered.
“Wha yuh mean, ‘I don’t feel good’?” Roy copied my voice. “Eat yuh food

and stop talking like a white girl.”
“But I don’t want it,” I said, pushing the plate away.
“Queenie, please, just eat the food.” My mum �nally opened her mouth.
“I never should have let you bring this ungrateful pickney in my yard, Sylvie!”

Roy roared, reaching across and grabbing my plate. “There. You eat it for her,”
he barked at my mum, throwing it in front of her. “Someone ah go eat it today.”

“I’m not hungry, Roy. Besides, Queenie might have it later,” my mum said, in
a feeble attempt to normalize the situation.

“So nobody hungry? We all ah sit down to dinner, and I’m the only ah eat?”
Roy shouted. “Eat with me, nuh, Sylvie?” he yelled, grabbing my mum by the
back of her head and pushing her face into the plate.

“Roy!” she cried out, her voice mu�ed by the food. She lifted her head and,
with food in her eyes, reached out for a napkin with shaking hands.

“See what you’ve done?” Roy sneered at me. “Look at your poor muddah.
You’ve ruined dinner, Queenie. Jus’ like yuh ruin everyting.”



•  •  •

I �nally drifted o� at around �ve in the morning, only comforted by the
knowledge that my alarm wouldn’t be going o� a couple hours later.

“Morning.” My grandmother burst into the room. “Up you get, this isn’t a
huh-tel.” Who needs an alarm when you have Jamaican grandparents? “And
when you’re up, don’t forget to make the bed. Come on, quick, there’s porridge
on the stove. You need to dish it out for all t’ree of we.” I jumped out of bed not
knowing where to turn �rst, despite the military instructions.

My grandmother bustled down the steps as I made the bed, my head
pounding with exhaustion.

“The porridge is getting cold!” she shouted from downstairs.
“Okay, I’m coming, I’m coming.” I �ew down the stairs and into the kitchen.
“Your grandfather takes his with a small spoon of brown sugar and a large

spoon of honey, I want mine with a large spoon of brown sugar, a handful of
raisins, and no honey, and you can have it how you want it but not too much
sugar because you’ll get diabetes.”

I started to spoon various servings of porridge and toppings into bowls, and
sat eating it with my grandparents.

“I’m turning the hot water o� in �fteen minutes, so you need to get in the
bath before it runs out,” my grandmother said.

“I haven’t even �nished my porridge.” I showed her my bowl.
“The water rates, Queenie,” Granddad sighed.
“Then when you’ve �nished in the bath, you’re going to run the hoover, and

I need you to take some sheets to the launderette for a service wash. They’re
already in the trolley in the porch. On the way back, you can use the trolley to
pick up some bits from Brixton market. I’ll give you the list.” My grandmother
wasn’t taking my being ill very seriously.

“I’m not Cinderella! I’ve come here to have some rest, not to—”
“Queenie, you’ve got two arms and two legs that work. Nuttin’ wrong wid’

you. And if you ah go’ stay here, you ah go’ help.”
“But there is something wrong with me. I—” My grandmother looked at me

from across the table, daring me to continue. “Well, if I’m going to do all of that



housework, there’s no point in me having a bath �rst.” I decided to pick another
battle.

“You tink we ever sent any ah’ you out without cleaning your skin? What if
you walk on the road and get hit by a car, they tek you to ’ospital and cut you out
yo’ clothes and yo’ skin dirty? You know what kind of shame dat would bring?”
My grandmother kissed her teeth. “Time is ticking. The hot water is going o� in
ten minutes.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll do what you want. But I draw the line at going to church
with you on Sundays.” I stomped upstairs, a spoonful of porridge still in my
mouth, and jumped back into bed while I ran a bath until my grandmother
shouted, “And do nat get back into bed!” from the kitchen, where she was
already seasoning chicken for tomorrow’s dinner.

I undressed and sat on the edge of the bath, watching the water tumble in,
climbing in when it was almost full. I lay back carefully so that my headscarf
didn’t get wet, and tried to relax into the water. I closed my eyes and tried to
imagine that none of this was happening, that I was only here for a night, and
that tomorrow I’d be getting up, going back to work, and carrying on with my
life.

I sat up suddenly, panic propelling me upright. Unease spread from the top
of my head and down my body. I went to stand up, but my legs wouldn’t follow
the command of my brain. My heart started to pound, and my vision blurred at
the edges.

“Help!” I tried to call out but couldn’t pull enough air into my lungs to get
the word out. Instead, I sat hyperventilating until the water turned cold.

“Queenie?” my grandmother screeched. “Stop pussyfooting around, those
sheets need to go!”

Although I could now move my legs, I couldn’t stand for the shaking. I
didn’t know if it was the cold or the adrenaline.

“What you still in here?” She burst into the bathroom, and I pulled the
shower curtain around me.

“Queenie you must be mad. You think I’m looking? You should have seen my
form when I was your age, I put all ah yu to shame.”



“I feel really weird, I think I should go back to bed. I’m shaking, look.” I held
my hands out.

“You think I haven’t shaken worse in my life? After I had your mother, I
shook for a year. Come out the bath.”

Two weeks passed. A fortnight of chores, of feeling so ill, of refusing phone calls
and ignoring messages, of panicking silently so as not to make my grandparents
aware of my weakness.

On Tuesday morning, somewhere between my �rst bath of the day and
taking the recycling out, my phone buzzed with a number that I didn’t know. I
answered it cautiously with the hand that wasn’t balancing milk cartons and
empty porridge boxes.

“Hello, am I speaking to Queenie Jenkins?” a droll woman’s voice said on the
other end of the phone.

“Yes. Who is this?” I asked, walking down the front path.
“My name is Amanda, I’m calling from SLAM. We received your referral

letter,” the woman said, her tone exactly the same as before.
“SLAM?”
“South London and Maudsley?” she said. “We received your referral for talk

therapy.”
I dropped the recycling into its box and turned to look at the house to check

that nobody was watching. The coast seemed to be clear, but my grandparents
had supersonic hearing, so I let myself out of the gate and walked toward the
main road.

“Oh. That was quick,” I told her. “I thought it would take months, if you’d
get back to me at all.”

“It usually does, yes, but we had an opening. Would you be able to come in
for an initial assessment?” Amanda from SLAM pushed on. “It’ll just be a chat,
it shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

“Er, sure. Maybe. Can I think about it?” This was all a bit of a shock. “Where
are you based?”



“Camberwell, just opposite King’s Hospital and behind Denmark Hill
station,” she recited. “Once we’ve got your assessment booked in, we’ll send a
letter out to you, and it’ll have all the information you need. You don’t need to
worry about addresses now.”

The next opening they had was in a week’s time, which seemed soon, but I
agreed to it quickly before I could um and ah and talk myself out of it. I walked
back to the house and saw my grandmother standing on the porch, arms folded.

“Who were you on the phone to?” she asked, lips suitably tight again.
“Nobody!” I said.
“So why yuh look so worried?” she quizzed.
“No reason. It was nobody. I’m going upstairs.” I kept my head down,

concentrating on taking my shoes o�.
“Hm. You think I need to look into your eyes to know that you’re lying to

me?” she said, before kissing her teeth and walking into the kitchen.

THE CORGIS
Darcy

How’s it going, Queenie? Missing you! xxx

Kyazike

Yeah, fam, it’s not like you to be quiet

Queenie

Hi both

Queenie

I’m not good

Queenie

But I’ll be fine



Darcy

Take your time! There’s no rush!

Queenie

Of course there’s a rush. I’ve felt bad for
so long. I just want to be better. I want to
be normal

Darcy

A lot has happened to you, Queenie. It’s a
huge amount to process. But you’ll get
there!

Queenie

I guess

Kyazike

Ah, fam. I know it’s mad, still, but you’ll be
back to yourself in no time. Trust me. In
the meantime, you ain’t missing out on
anything. I haven’t even been on any
dates I can entertain you with

Queenie

Ha

Queenie

I think I’m going to go off-grid for a bit, if
that’s all right. Talking to you just reminds
me that I’m a shell of the Queenie you
were friends with



Darcy

You’re Queenie! You don’t have to be one
way or another for us to love you. But you
take your time. We’ll always be here.
Xxxxxx

Kyazike

Exactly. What Darcy said. Love, fam

That night and the night after, I lay awake, thinking about how best to
approach the introduction of counseling to my grandparents. I didn’t entertain
the idea of lying to them; since I’d been staying here, every second of my time
was accounted for, logged, and discussed.

On Friday morning, after our porridge, I decided that after I’d taken a letter
to the postbox for my granddad would be the time to tell �rst my grandmother
about it, and then, judging from her reaction, navigate how to tell my granddad.

“I heard you fall out of bed last night,” my grandmother shouted from the
kitchen as I walked down the stairs.

“Sorry,” I shouted back. “Second time that’s happened this week. Maybe I
should put some pillows on the �oor!”

“You’re not putting anyting from the bed on the �oor,” came the expected
response. “And what’s this?”

“What’s what?” I said, walking into the kitchen. She sat at the table, arms
folded like a mob boss.

“Close your dressing gown when Granddad is around.” She tutted, unfolding
her arms and sliding a letter across the table toward me.

I picked it up and saw the National Health Service header. An apology left
my lips before I could read any farther.

“You trying to shame all ah we?” she asked. Her eyes burned like hot coals.
“No, but I need help, don’t I?” I half-asked her. “And a-a nurse referred me,

and I didn’t want to do it, because I know that we should just be strong and try
to get through these things bu—” This one wasn’t going to go well.



“You know how much pain me carry?” My grandmother slammed her hand
on the table. “You know how much pain I have to tek tru’ my yout’ and my
twenties and beyond? You know what my madda, your grandmadda, woulda
said if me did tell her me ah go seek psychotherapy? You mus’ be MAD.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I said. “I need to go and speak to someone,
Grandma. I feel ill, I have this weight on my chest, I lost my job, I’m not well.”

“None ah we well. Look at yo’ mudda, livin’ in hostel after that man bruk up
her life and beat ’er and tek ’er money. Yuh tink she ah go psychotherapy? Ah you
mek yourself lose your job becah you nah hold it together. You are nat going.”
My grandmother was shaking.

“Maybe I should leave here, then, and go—”
“Where you ah go stay? Cyaan stay wid yo’ mudda, yo’ fadda swannin’

around in Jamaica wid young gyal, Maggie cyaan tek you in. Das why you’re wid
us, under our roof.” My grandmother’s accent had become so thick I had to work
hard to keep up with what she was saying.

“I’ll go and stay with friends, then,” I said. “Grandma, I never ask anything of
you, I never do anything to bring shame on anyone!” I tried to say calmly, to not
anger her any further. “I was the �rst person in this family to �nish school, to go
to college, to get a degree, to get a full-time job—”

“Yes! And di �rs’ person to go to psychotherapy!” My grandmother hit the
table again. “I am telling you. You are nat going.” She folded her arms. The
conversation was over. “And dat is dat.”

“What’s going on, Veronica?” My granddad shu�ed into the kitchen, trailing
his walking stick across the linoleum. “What coulda ’appen to make you speak
such strong patois and bruk up di table?”

“Let yo’ granddaughta tell you,” my grandmother said, kissing her teeth and
pushing herself up from the table. She went over to the sink and started to wash
up so furiously that suds splashed onto the ceiling.

“Well?” my granddad said, looking down at me. I gulped and handed him the
letter. He took it from me and surveyed it, slowly. My heart was going to beat
out of my chest.

“I don’t have my glasses, Queenie, what it say?” He handed it back.
“It’s an appointment.” I said, wincing.



He stared at me. I’d never known him to pay this much attention to anything
but the news, and this turn of events was terrifying. “Appointment? Fi what?”
he �nally asked.

“To go and get some counseling. Like, talk therapy. Because—” He lifted his
hand and I stopped talking, my breath catching in my throat.

“Let her go, nuh?” he said to my grandmother. She stopped washing up
immediately, but carried on looking into the sink. “Maybe if all ah we had
learned to talk about our troubles, we wouldn’t carry so much on our shoulders
all the way to the grave.” He turned to walk out, his stick hitting the �oor with
purpose. “Maybe we ha� learn from this new generation, Veronica.”



chapter
TWENTY-THREE

“. . . AND SO, what brings you here today? If you could explain the events that
have led you to seek talk therapy?” I looked around the room I was sitting in
with a woman I’d never met before but was expected to tell all of my secrets to.
“Take your time.”

The room was cold, clinical. It didn’t have the smell that hospitals had, the
smell of illness and disinfectant; instead it smelled of darkness, sadness. It
smelled like the sort of space that doesn’t see light or air, candles, �owers,
anything that gives a room the sense that somebody cares for the person inside it.

“Well. I didn’t seek it,” I said �nally.
“Well, your �le says that you were referred from a sexual health clinic, is that

right?” I was asked.
“This nurse, Elspeth. She thought I was being pimped out, but then realized

that I was just having sex with basically everyone.” I rolled my eyes and threw
myself back into my chair. “Stupid.”

“Okay, well, we can come back to that later. For now, could you tell me why
you understand that you need therapy?”

“I don’t really know how to describe it,” I said, biting the inside of my cheek
and pointlessly looking out of the window that had been frosted for privacy. “Er.
I don’t know. I feel a bit like things are falling apart? Well, they’ve already fallen
apart.”

“Okay. And in what way do you think that things have fallen apart?” the
woman asked softly.

“I had a job. I lost that. And . .  . I lived in a house that was kind of rubbish
but at least I could pay my rent, but now that I don’t have a job, I’ve lost that, so



I’m living with my grandparents, so I’ve lost any independence. I had a
relationship with a guy who was probably the love of my life. But that fell apart,
and that was my fault.” I stopped speaking, remembering the way Anna had
tenderly put her hand on Tom’s naked waist. I took a deep breath.

•  •  •

“Could you not touch me?” I groaned, rolling over onto my side and away from
Tom. “I feel sick.”

“Oh, shit. Do you want me to get you anything?” he asked, putting a hand on
my shoulder.

“No, get o� me.” I wriggled away.
“Will you be all right for Saturday?” Tom asked.
“What’s Saturday?”
“My mum’s birthday, remember?” he reminded me. “We’re meant to be

staying there for the weekend?”
“I don’t know, do I?”
“Queenie,” Tom started, “are you sure everything is all right? You’ve been . . .

o� for a while now.”
“I’ve felt like shit for a few days, all sick and light-headed. Maybe it’s a bug or

something,” I said, pulling the covers closer to me. “I’m going to try to sleep it
o�.”

“Yeah, must be one of those bugs that makes you angry and withdrawn too,”
Tom hu�ed, leaving the room.

I lay on my back and closed my eyes but it made me feel worse. I took some
deep breaths through my nose.

“Here you go.” I opened my eyes and saw Tom standing over me with a cup
of tea in the T mug.

“No thanks.” I shook my head.
“I’ve just gone to make it for you!” Tom snapped. “Don’t be so ungrateful.”
“But I didn’t ask for it, did I?” I said. “When I feel like I’m going to throw up,

why would I want anything, let alone a cup of milky tea?”



“Oh, right, so I’m a bad boyfriend for not being able to read your mind?”
Tom slammed the mug down on the bedside table and crossed his arms. “You’re
impossible lately!”

“I didn’t say you were a bad boyfriend, did I? Why are you overreacting?”
“Me, overreact?” Tom asked, wide-eyed. “Me? You feel a bit nauseous and

you’re acting like you’ve been to war!”
“You do realize that you’re having a go at me because I feel sick?” I narrowed

my eyes. “Do you know how stupid you’re being?”
“Oh, so I’m stupid for trying to be nice?” Tom threw his hands in the air

dramatically.
“You’re not trying to be nice, though, you’re trying to �x things

immediately,” I told him. “Just go away, let me sleep.”
“This wouldn’t have happened if you’d just taken the fucking tea.”
“Don’t swear at me!” I yelped. “I’m very fragile!”
“You just told me to go away!”
“Yes, fucking go away!” I shouted. “Get the fuck away from me!”
“Fine, Queenie, if that’s what you want, that’s what you’ll get.” Tom

slammed out of the bedroom door and out of the �at.

•  •  •

“Why was it your fault?”
“I pushed him away. I didn’t know why I felt so bad, I didn’t know how to

talk to him about how I felt, and by the time I knew what was wrong, it was too
late,” I said. “I’d had a miscarriage. And, yeah, even though I didn’t want a baby,
I still lost one. So maybe that doesn’t count, in my theme of loss,” I tried to joke.
“And my friends, I think they’re just bored with my problems. It’s not the same
with them. I seem to piss them all o�, or just burden them, and one of my best
friends, Cassandra, she’s moved to the countryside with her boyfriend, some guy
that I slept with without knowing—sorry, this probably all sounds really silly,
doesn’t it. Like playground drama.” I tried to wrap it up, not yet understanding
the limits of what you should say to a therapist and what you should write in
your dear diary.



“Queenie, none of this is silly at all,” Janet said, smiling. She was plump and
small and had a kind face puckered with dimples, and her slightly tanned skin
was dotted with tiny moles. She spoke slowly and chuckled often, her voice deep
and precise, with a lilt that told me she was from up north but had been living in
London awhile.

Her short hair curled around her face, auburn mainly but gray at the temples.
I’d started o� calling her Dr. Cosima as the letter had said, but she’d asked me
not to, telling me that she didn’t want me to feel as though I was being
examined.

Janet laughed gently before she continued. “Try to remember that we all
encounter many issues, big or small, and that they’re all relative to us. They
impact each of us in di�erent ways. There’s nothing too trivial. It also sounds
like you are dealing with some quite big losses, in a concentrated period of time.
Could you tell me a little bit about how these things have made you feel?”

“I don’t know. I feel like I can’t breathe a lot of the time. Sorry, I don’t know
how best to say these things, like I should know technical terms, or something.”

“It isn’t for you to know technical terms, that’s my job. Just try to relax, and
tell me, in your own time, how you feel. Even if it’s physical pain, discomfort, if
it’s tiredness, sadness, anything at all.”

“Okay? Well, yeah, I feel tired a lot. Like, exhausted. I feel like I’m always
trying to concentrate on being normal again. And I don’t really sleep that well. I
feel worried, like something really bad is about to happen, but I can’t pinpoint
what, and then I feel even more worried because I can’t work out why I feel the
way I do. I feel frightened, like, properly scared. Especially at night. I have these
nightmares, this sleep paralysis. I end up physically �ghting everyone I share a
bed with in my sleep, which is not cool.” I stopped to catch up with myself. “I
feel nervous about really small things that I used to be able to do without even
thinking about them, like going to the shop, or eating—and I used to really like
eating. I don’t feel sick, but my stomach is always �ipping over and over, and
when I get really upset sometimes it feels like my stomach is, like, closed o�. So I
don’t have an appetite, is what I’m trying to say. Sometimes I feel frantic? And I
feel like everything has just spun out of control, out of my hands? I don’t know.
Like . . . I feel a bit like for a while I’ve been carrying ten balls of wool. And one



ball fell, so I dropped another to catch it, but still didn’t catch it. Then two more
started to unravel, and in trying to save those I lost another one. Do you know
what I mean? Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, Queenie.” Janet smiled. “I understand what you mean.
You used a term that I don’t really like to be used here—”

“Oh, sorry. What was it?”
“You’re apologizing again.” Janet laughed. “Normal. What is normal to

you?”
“Oh, sorry. Sorry. Sorry for apologi—you know what I mean.” I shook my

head quickly as if to reset myself. “Well, you know, normal is normal. Like being
happy, and being able to get up and go to work without worrying about
everything, and being able to have a nice time with your friends without
thinking something bad is going to happen, and being able to eat without feeling
shit, you know, just normal.”

“I think that we all need to scrap this idea that normality is something to
strive toward. I personally cannot pinpoint or prescribe what it is to be normal,”
Janet explained. “I think it’s a lot of pressure to put on yourself.”

“Maybe,” I tried to concede.
“Try to bear that in mind as we go along,” she said. “I’d like to ask you

something, Queenie.”
“Go for it,” I said, trying to make myself comfortable.
“What do you think about yourself?”
I froze. I hadn’t realized the question would be such a hard one to even

approach answering. “That I’m insane, mainly.” I quickly threw an answer at her
before I could start getting into my head about it.

Janet chuckled. “Well, you aren’t insane, I can tell you that now. I mean, what
do you see, when you look in the mirror, when you think about yourself as a
person?”

“I try not to look in the mirror. I don’t know, I’m just me, I guess. I’m
nothing special. I’m not pretty, I’m not ugly. I just get on with it. I don’t know.”
I looked at the frosted window again. “This is a hard question.”

Janet nodded slowly. “I notice that you haven’t mentioned your parents at all.
Do you have a good relationship with your mother and father?” That question



was even worse. What was she going to ask next?
“Ha.” A bitter laugh burst out of me. “No. Ha. My dad isn’t here. He’s in

Jamaica, I think? Nobody really knows where he is or what he’s up to.” I
shrugged. “And my mum—” I cleared my throat, feeling something familiar rise
from my stomach. “I don’t—is it okay if I don’t talk about her?”

Janet pushed a glass of water toward me. “I think that it would be good if we
could touch on your mum at some point, if that’s okay? We don’t have to do it
today.”

When I walked out the door after doing some breathing exercises to stop me
from panicking that only served to make me feel stupid, I decided �rmly that I
wasn’t going to go back.

Can it truly be called “living” when you’re sharing a house with your
grandparents?

Pros of living with grandparents:

• I can honestly say that my surroundings have never been cleaner.

• Nor my body.

•  Quiet nighttimes—eight hours a night at least. I might not be able to
sleep, but it’s better than the sound of Rupert being sick or Nell crying
and listening to the same sad song on repeat.

• Haven’t had to spend money on food.

•  Even though explaining it took a hundred years and they’re still
suspicious about it, I made them get broadband so I can watch Net�ix
(even though I have to watch everything with my headphones in).

• Seeing Diana more, communicating with “the youth” and so being able
to understand newly emerging memes and slang. Bonus pro: she doesn’t
seem to be fazed by my temporary breakdown.

Cons of living with grandparents:



• I myself have to clean the surroundings.

• My bathing is timed by my granddad who, after �ve weeks, still lectures
me about the water rates every time I run a bath. What are water rates?

•  I get sent to bed at 10 p.m. and live in fear of my night terrors scaring
either of them.

• I have to eat the food my grandmother makes, most of which is too spicy
for me, and then endure the “we should send you to Jamaica to toughen
up your mouth” line EVERY TIME I CHOKE.

• I also have to go and buy the shopping and pull it home in a gran-trolley.

• My granddad turns the “Internet box” o� every night before he goes to
bed, and I have to sneak out of my room to turn it back on and wake up
before them to turn it o� again.

•  Defending myself to my grandparents and Maggie about not going to
church on a Sunday.

•  My grandmother keeps trying to force surprise interventions between
me and my mum. I’ve managed to avoid them by sneaking out of the
house, but I can’t imagine that I’ll continue to get away with it.

Two weeks after my session with Janet, I was called down from the attic where
I’d been instructed to “organize” the net curtains. I climbed down the ladder and
went into the kitchen. “Letter for you.” My grandmother gestured to the white
envelope on the table while wiping down the surfaces with a cleaning cloth that
was on its last legs.

“Was that urgent enough for you to call me down from the attic?” I said.
“Excuse me?” she asked. “Who are you talking to?”
I mumbled an apology and went to take the letter into the front-front room,

but my granddad followed me in and shooed me out before I could sit down.
“Who is it from?” my grandmother shouted from the kitchen. I took it up to my
room.



Dear Queenie,
I really do think that, with proper care and attention given, I can help

you to overcome your issues. It will take time, and it won’t be easy, but it’s a
journey that we can make together. Now, having worked with many patients
in my time, I know that many factors can affect how the patient feels about
treatment. If it’s that you don’t like the office, we can find a place that you
find safe, a coffee shop, or I have a registered studio in my house in Golders
Green.

What was in this for her? She was being like Miss Honey from Matilda or
something.

When you walked into my office, I saw both the person that you are
currently, and the person that you could be. You’ve experienced a lot of loss,
and a lot of grief, in a very concentrated amount of time. It’s no wonder
you’ve had to take some time out of your life.

With me, you can get your life back. I don’t usually make promises, but I
can promise you that if we work hard, we will get you to a place where you
can be you again. And not just you, but the best version of yourself. I’ll let you
think about that.

Please call me.
Janet

I took a deep breath and sensed that it would be a very trying few weeks
ahead.

Time really goes slowly when you’re doing nothing. After all of the chores for
the day have been done, and as per the rules, I’m bathed and in bed by 10 p.m.
At least now I’m sleeping again, which is helpful as I’m still expected to be up at
seven every morning. Today was Monday, counseling day, and my �fth session
with Janet.



My recovery wasn’t going as miraculously as I thought it would. Thank God
for the National Health Service, because if I had to pay for these sessions myself I
wouldn’t get close to halfway to recovery before bankrupting myself. In our
sessions in Janet’s tiny �at in Golders Green, once I’ve endured the journey
there, we’ve battled over antidepressants (I am against because I think I’ll turn
into a zombie, Janet is for because apparently they’ll calm me down enough for
the therapy to take); we’ve touched on my relationships with friends (I am
dependent on them to validate my thoughts and actions), the casual sex (I am
dependent on it to validate my body and my control), Tom (how dependent I
was on him and how much that frightened me, leading to self-sabotage), my dad
(I was absolutely not dependent on him, which is why I treat men as throwaway
—not sure how keen I am on this Freud-type linking of the father to the sex).
We’ve worked out that the reason I don’t like holding hands and hugging is that
I’m not comfortable with loving and tender physicality; I’m scared it’ll be taken
away from me and leave me feeling abandoned. I did not realize just how much I
had going on in this little head of mine. This week, though I thought I had
successfully avoided it, we had to talk about my mum.

“So. You grew up with your mother?” Janet asked, putting her notepad and
pen down.

“Yes.” I nodded. “We lived with my grandparents until I was six. Then we
moved to a little house of our own. Then she met someone, and we moved
again.”

“And by someone, you mean a partner?”
“Roy. Yeah, Roy,” I said, and took a sip of water to coat my sandpaper throat.
“And this Roy. Did you get on, you and him?” Janet shifted in her chair.
“No,” I said swiftly.
“Go on?” Janet asked me, her brow dipping slightly.
“When he wasn’t screaming at me, he ignored me,” I said, taking a deep

breath. “I don’t know, maybe this isn’t important. His house, it was clean, there
was a garden, he was a good cook—”

“Well, you being either screamed at or ignored when you were growing up is
hugely important to your development, so try not to minimize that,” Janet said.
“Can I ask, Queenie, what was his relationship with your mother like?”



“Why?” I asked. I could feel panic rising as always.
“Well, any trauma in childhood will present itself in adulthood,” she told me,

shifting herself in the chair again.
“But I’m not my mum,” I replied.
“If you had to witness your mother’s pain, that will of course have an e�ect

on you,” Janet explained. “And I’ve allowed you to skirt the issue up until now,
but we need to get into it.”

“Is it going to make me feel better, to talk about this?” I asked.
“Not immediately,” Janet replied. “But it needs to come out.”
My head was swimming. I waited for it to be still before I started to speak.

“My mum, she’s always been nice,” I began. “. . . she’s mild-mannered, she’s very
kind. She’s naïve. She’s not very sharp, and she’s too trusting.” I listed all of the
positive characteristics that I could mine from memories of early childhood.
“And when she met Roy, she’d been single since my dad. Not that you could call
that a relationship.” I paused and took another sip of water. “We lived together,
me and my mum, in a tiny little house in Mitcham. We were obsessed with each
other, I remember. I couldn’t go anywhere without her, and she couldn’t go
anywhere without me. We had our own world, me and my mum.” I felt my skin
prickle. These were memories I hadn’t unearthed for a long time. “Then Roy
moved in. He was mean. Really mean.” I dug my nails into my palm
involuntarily. “He had this thick Jamaican accent. It was so strong that I
couldn’t always understand it, and he used to laugh at me. Call me a bounty—”

“A bounty?” Janet interrupted.
“Like the chocolate bar. White on the inside,” I told her. “Brown on the

outside.”
Janet shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry to hear it. Go on.”
“I stopped talking to him, hoping that if I didn’t say anything he’d stop

picking on my voice, but he just did other things to upset me. He’d break my
things, tell my mum I’d said rude things about him, or stolen from her, he’d
make me sleep in the car.” I reeled o� some of the things I never thought I’d tell
anyone. “Eventually she stopped speaking to me about anything but getting up
for school and going to bed. They only spoke to each other,” I croaked. I took
another sip of water and carried on. “After a few years, I can’t remember how old



I was, he made her sell our little house. He took the money and bought
somewhere new. We all moved there—that’s the house with the garden, the one
that had to be kept spotless—anyway, we moved there. Sorry—” I paused. “Am I
talking too much?” Janet shook her head.

“Okay. Well, he started to cheat on her. She knew it, even I picked up on it.
He’d disappear for weekends, and when he came back my mum would never say
anything because she didn’t want to rock the boat, and I guess it was more
important for her to be in a relationship. One day she did say something,
though, and when she came to the �at she had a black eye and a split lip.” I
looked down at my palm. My nails had pierced the skin.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Queenie. But what do you mean, she came back to
the �at?” Janet frowned, confused.

“For a bit, I was living in a �at,” I told her. No turning back now. “By myself,
mainly. She popped back, from time to time. I wasn’t there for long, just a few
months. I could take care of myself. It was �ne,” I tried to convince her, and
myself.

“How old were you?” Janet asked quietly.
“Eleven, I think? I started my period while I was there, so I must have been

eleven.”
“They rented a �at for you to live in when you were eleven?”
“No, it was for me and my mum, initially, he wanted us out. But after not

very long, it just ended up being for me. She stayed with him.”
“That’s illegal, you do know that? You were a very vulnerable young person,

and put it a very dangerous situation.” Janet’s voice hardened.
“I was �ne. And it was better than the alternative. I couldn’t live with him

anymore. I didn’t �t in with his warped idea of the home he wanted. He hated
me. He made her hate me. It was destroying me.”

I sat on the Tube home picking dried blood from my palms. When I got back to
South London and out of the station, my phone pinged with a text from Darcy.
We hadn’t spoken for weeks.



Darcy

Hello, just checking in! How’s it all going?
How’s the therapy going? xxxxxx

Queenie

Hi, Darcy, nice to hear from you! Yeah, it’s
a lot, but think I’m getting some pretty
horrific stuff out. I’ve been told to go
swimming as a “form of physical release.”
I pointed at my hair and my therapist told
me to get a cap, if you can believe it. X

I went back to my grandparents’ and was so exhausted that I crawled up the
stairs and into bed. I barely slept, Janet’s voice in my head asking if I spoke out
when Roy had hurt my mum. “I did,” I replied. “Every time, I said something!
When he pulled chunks out of her hair, when he pushed her down the stairs,
when he broke her jaw, I said something!”

I woke up and saw my grandmother at the end of the bed. “Me never know
you su�er so bad,” she croaked, patting my foot. “Try an’ go sleep.” I slept again
eventually, for hours. I would have slept longer if I were allowed to miss meals.

Darcy

Morning! Sorry I didn’t reply last night.
Simon hid my phone because I was being
“uncommunicative.” Swimming is a great
idea! Maybe Brockwell Lido? It’s a
scorcher today.

Queenie

I’m on my way there! Had to buy an ugly
but functional swimsuit from Sports
Direct. Wish me luck.



I stood on the concrete steps up to the Lido café and took some deep breaths. I
was wearing my swimsuit under my clothes and I could feel sweat pooling in the
space between my boobs and my stomach.

I fanned the neck of my dress and blew down into my cleavage. My eyes were
blurring, so I concentrated on the peeling white paint �aking o� of the
handrails.

“Are you all right?” I followed the high-pitched, scratchy voice and looked up
into the face of a waitress with enough thick dark-blond hair piled high on her
head to give her neck strain. She pulled a pack of cigarettes from her apron and
lit one.

“Yes, sorry, just loitering.” I laughed awkwardly. “Going to swim but putting
it o�! Feel a bit weird.” Why was I telling her this?

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” the girl said, taking a giant drag. “I’d never
get in there, it’s too cold. You must be completely mad.”

“Ah, thanks. Really looking forward to it now!” I said, making my way inside.
I squeezed my way through the changing room, the air thick with the smell of

chlorine. It was full of women of varying shapes and sizes, but—as with work,
parties, university, anywhere—I saw nobody like me. Nobody black. You
wouldn’t know I was round the corner from Brixton.

I breathed slowly through the anxiety and took my dress o�. I whipped it
over my head quickly and looked around to see who was staring at my big thighs.
Nobody seemed to be looking.

Predicting that everyone would turn in horror when I walked out to the pool,
I wrapped my towel around my waist and held my arms close to my sides so that
I minimized their jiggling.

I navigated my way around dozens of trim sunbathers presenting their �at
white bellies to the sun, their bodies void of hair. Should I have had a wax? The
quick shave I’d done might not be enough. I looked closely at my legs and saw
dark, wiry patches of hair, Guy telling me to shave popping into my head. I very
rarely compare myself with other women, but in a situation like this, how could
I not?

I wrapped myself in my towel and found a sliver of space next to the pool. I
laid my towel on the ground and got down quickly, covering my lap and legs



with my bag.
“And do you know what I said to him, Stella? I said, ‘Cosmo, we’re going to

have to sell the second �at! The Brixton one! Because we just can’t be dealing
with these tenants anymore!’ Honestly, Stella, if it’s not one thing, it’s another.”
I looked over at the woman next to me whose sharp, clipped voice was almost
physically grating slices from my skin. I could only see the back of her brown
bob but could guess what her face was like.

“The ones we have in at the moment sent us an e-mail saying that they had
mold, of all things. Is that our problem? Honestly!” she sco�ed.

“Well, actually, I think it is, Tanya,” her blond-bobbed companion said.
“Oh. Is it?” Tanya asked, shocked.
“Well, you know the little rental we have in Peckham,” Stella began, “the

three-bed that Damon’s father gave us?” I saw the brown-bobbed one nod.
“There was such terrible mold in there that the walls were black. The tenants
kept threatening us, saying they were going to call Environmental Health or
something, so we had to sort it. Honestly, T, it was awful,” she said, and I was
pleased that she had some empathy. “We lost so much money.”

I put my headphones in and settled back, putting o� my foray into the water
by telling myself that I’d listen to The Read before I braved the pool. The second
I closed my eyes to settle into it, they shot open when I felt a dripping on my leg.

I sat up and saw a little redhead staring at me, water falling from her long hair
straight onto my knees. “Hello?” I said, trying to smile in a nonaggressive way.
“Are you lost?” I moved my leg out of the water’s path.

“No! I’m a sea creature!” she shouted, shaking her head so that freezing water
�ashed across my face.

“Tabitha, come here!” My eyes followed the voice and settled on Tanya, who
turned round to look at me. Her face was exactly as I’d predicted: soft, puckered,
red from too many glasses of wine when the kids had gone to bed. I looked at
her, water dripping from my chin.

“Can she say sorry, please?” I asked the woman.
“Tabitha, darling, can you please come to Mummy, get dry, please.” Tanya

ignored me, standing up and wrapping her daughter in a towel.



“Did you hear me?” I asked, looking from her to blond-bobbed Stella, her
friend with the same face.

“I’m a sea monster!” Tabitha yelled, reaching over and pulling my hair. “And
so are you!”

“Are you just going to let your child behave like this?” I raised my voice to
hide its trembling.

“I think we’d better go, Stella, I’m not going to be attacked at my local pool!”
“Don’t worry, I’ll go!” I said, scrambling up. “I don’t �t here anyway.”
As I stood up to go, I locked eyes with another family who were all looking at

me. I looked around the pool and into the eyes of strangers who were staring.
They all hated me. I could tell. None of them wanted me to be there. I felt dread
rise from my feet and into my stomach, where it started to lurch painfully.

“So aggressive!” I heard Tanya whisper as I stumbled out of the turnstiles.
Everyone’s voices grew louder, so loud that I had to cover my ears with my

hands. I half-collapsed, half-sat on a patch of grass, intrusive thoughts in my
head growing as loud as the sounds around me. I couldn’t bat them away. I put
my head between my knees and stayed that way, the sun beating down on my
back. I don’t know how long I sat there, but eventually I found my phone and
called Janet.

“Hello?” she answered.
“I didn’t �t, I’ll never �t,” I said. “Roy didn’t want me in his house  .  .  .

nobody wants me at the fucking Lido  .  .  . Tom didn’t want me, my own
mum . . . she didn’t—” The words forced their way out, the sentence broken by
my jagged breaths.

“Queenie? Where are you?”
“There’s no place for me, Janet,” I said.
“Queenie, remember your breathing. Can you tell me where you are?” Janet

said in her most measured voice.
“I’ve tried swimming, it all went wrong,” I said, trying to calm down.
“Okay. I’m going to stay here on the phone until you can breathe again.”
I kept the phone by my ear as I counted to three, then to eleven repeatedly.

After a few seconds, I heard someone walk over to me.



“Are you okay?” Was I now destined to live my life with people asking about
my well-being at every juncture?

“Yeah, thanks,” I said, my head still between my knees.
“You’re okay?” Janet asked from the phone.
“Sorry, no, someone is—” I tried to explain.
“Do you want these?” I looked up, and the blond waitress with all of the hair

handed me my towel and my dress. “I saw you run out in your swimsuit,
thought I should bring your clothes to you. There are children around, so . . .”
she said awkwardly.

“Oh God, did I—” I reached out and took the dress. “Sorry. Thanks.”
“Queenie?” Janet’s voice again.
“Sorry, I’m here. I think I’m okay,” I said, my breathing returning to normal.

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about her.”
“Thinking about your mother?” Janet guessed.
“I’ve been thinking about why this all started. Why it all started to come back

and why I stopped caring about my life and started to fuck up.” I took some
deep breaths. “Is it because I could have been a mum? Did me being pregnant
throw up all of my mum issues?”

“Mmm, that may well be it. Pregnancy, whatever you choose to do—that sort
of life event won’t just pass you by without having an e�ect,” Janet told me.
“And does this make you feel di�erently about your mother?”

“Well, yeah. I guess I never thought of her as a person, I just saw her as
someone who should protect me. And in a way, she did, in the end. It’s my mum
who took the pain. No house, living in a hostel on her own, not many friends,
she alienated them all while she was with Roy. Court case to try and get her
money back, so fucking fragile now that she can’t work, she doesn’t have a life
anymore. She was such a mess when Roy kicked us out that she couldn’t make it
through a day of work, but look! I’ve followed in her footsteps. Like mother, like
daughter. Except this time, I’m the one to blame. Not Roy. I’ve done all this to
myself . . .” I trailed o�. “Sorry for babbling, I think I’ve got heatstroke. I should
go and put my clothes on.” I put the phone down, feeling unease shifting in my
chest. The dark thoughts had quieted.



Queenie

Darcy, I think I just had a breakthrough at
the Lido. I’d always assumed it would feel
good, was obviously wrong, still feel quite
bad

Queenie

Also, I could have been put on some sort
of child offender’s register for indecent
exposure

Maybe I should try yoga for relaxation? Swimming was obviously not my
thing, and I hadn’t even made it into the pool.



chapter
TWENTY-FOUR

“HOW OLD ARE you today?” my grandmother asked, sliding an envelope that she
hadn’t bothered sealing across the kitchen table.

“Twenty-six,” I replied, my mouth full of porridge. I picked it up and turned
it over in my hands.

“Are you sure? I thought you were younger,” she said, watching me as I
opened the envelope. “I didn’t write in the card, you get the point,” she said
impatiently. “But there’s twenty pounds in there. Maybe you could go to the
high street and get yourself a nice top?”

I got up from my seat and walked over to her, bending down and putting my
arms around her neck.

“Time �ies. Are you sure you’re not twenty-two?” my grandmother said
wistfully. “I remember when you were born. My father in heaven, nobody had
seen as much hair on a baby’s head. There still hasn’t been one in our family
with as much as you.” She sighed. “You were born worried, I remember that,
too.” She paused. “Anyway. Better go and clean your skin, then you can start the
day. I’m turning the hot water o� in an hour.”

“I was thinking, Grandma,” I said before I left the kitchen. “I was wondering
if you’d invited my mum?”

“Queenie, listen. I did, and I am not taking the invite back,” she snapped.
“Whatever mistakes she’s made, she is my daughter, and your mother. So she is
coming to celebrate the birth of her child.”

“No, that’s �ne. I think she should be here,” I said.
As I ran the bath and asked my granddad if he would give his sighs a rest for

this one day, I replied to birthday messages from people I hadn’t seen for years



and probably wouldn’t see again on Facebook. Nothing from Tom.

•  •  •

“How does it feel to be twenty-three?” Tom asked, handing me a cup of tea.
“Rough.” I smiled weakly, putting it on the bedside table. “I think I’m too

fragile to ingest at the moment.”
“Nobody told you to have a fourth glass of wine,” Tom said with a laugh,

climbing into bed next to me. “Oh, Mum and Dad’s present to you is being
delivered today, and they’re calling us at midday. They want to wish you a happy
birthday themselves.”

“Why and how are your parents so nice?” I asked. “Oh—you’ve given me the
wrong mug.” I showed him the Q.

“I’m surprised you can even see which one you’ve got.” He laughed again,
swapping with me.

“This is entirely your fault,” I rasped, my mouth dry. “You know by now
what my limits are, and you are wholly irresponsible for not jumping across the
pub and knocking that last glass out of my hand.”

“I know, but you’re so sweet when you’re drunk,” Tom said. “No arguing,
and all you want to do is cuddle and thank me for looking after you.”

“I lose my need to be defensive when drunk! You’re taking advantage.”
“Trust me, nobody can take advantage of you, drunk or not,” he assured me.

“Did you have fun?”
“I think so. That was my �rst birthday with people and presents in a long

time. I haven’t wanted to celebrate it in ages,” I realized. “Thanks for organizing
everything.”

“It’s the least I could do for you,” Tom said, grabbing my hand. “Right. If
you’re twenty-three now, how long until I get you down the aisle and get a bun
in your oven? Twenty-nine and thirty-two respectively?”

“That’s a long way away,” I said, burying my face in his chest. “You might not
love me by then.”

“Rubbish. I’ll always love you.”



•  •  •

I shook my head, trying to dislodge a pointless memory. My phone started to
vibrate violently in my hand.

THE CORGIS
Darcy

Happy birthday

Kyazike

To you

Darcy

Happy birthday to you

Kyazike

HAPPY BIRTHDAYYYYY

Darcy

Dear Queeeeenieeeee

Kyazike

Happy birthday

Darcy

To you!

Kyazike

Ayyyyyyyyyyyyyy!



Kyazike

We want to see you one of these days,
you know!

Queenie

You just want your hair done, Kyazike. I’ll
be up to it soon

Kyazike

Nah, fam. Just want my Queenie back

I sat in the bath feeling strong enough to reinstall Instagram and remind
myself how HAPPY everyone was when I heard the doorbell ring. I listened
closely to the shu�e of footsteps and the dull thud of cane on carpet to the front
door. “Hi, Granddad!” I heard Diana squeal. “Where is she?”

“She’s where she always is. In the bath.” My granddad sighed his reply. I
heard a �urry of footsteps, and pulled the shower curtain across the area of the
bath occupied by my body just in time for Diana to come running in.

“Happy Birthday!” she shouted, thrusting a small envelope in my face. “It’s
nothing big. Just a gift card to H&M. Only for ten pounds, but still you can buy
some accessories or something.”

I reached through the plastic curtain and took it from her. “Thank you! You
didn’t have to do that.” I put the card on the bath rack.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Diana asked me as though I weren’t in the
middle of washing.

“Should I see you downstairs?” I suggested.
“No, it’s okay, I’ll keep you company.” Diana lowered the lid of the toilet seat

and put her feet up on the radiator. “I was gonna go out with my friends today
because Kadija got us half-price tickets to Thorpe Park, but I felt bad if you were
just going to be here with Grandma and Granddad on your birthday. How old
are you today?”

“Twenty-six. And it’s not so bad. I don’t like birthdays that much anyway.”



“Oh my God, are you joking?” Diana exclaimed. “Birthdays are the best! On
my �fteenth, me and my friends went to some Clapham rave, it was wavey. And
they all put money in so that we could have a table in the VIP area—”

“VIP? How did you a�ord that? You’re all babies,” I pointed out.
“Um, excuse me, �fteen means I am almost an adult. Anyway, the night was

sickening, I was the center of attention and Mum extended my curfew. That is
why birthdays are so good.”

“I’ve never had a birthday like that, and I’m much older than you,” I pointed
out.

“Well, maybe that’s why you’re depressed?” Diana asked as though she’d hit a
eureka moment. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. No o�ense. I just mean,
maybe if you had more fun times, you wouldn’t think about bad stu�, maybe? I
dunno. Sorry.” Diana shrugged, backing out of the bathroom.

I �nished my bath, got dressed in a calf-length �oral dress that used to be my
grandmother’s, and went downstairs. Diana was standing in the hallway with
her sneakers on.

“We’re going out,” she said, looking me up and down. “But get changed
�rst.”

“But, Diana, I’m ready. This is vintage,” I said, standing in front of her,
allowing her to take in the full out�t.

A change of clothes later, Diana and I were on the high street, me in the
changing room of a charity shop. Not the one that our grandmother works in;
we’re not allowed to go in there. She says it’s mixing business with pleasure.

I was struggling into an orange and turquoise Paul Smith shirt. Being out of
the house for this long was taking its toll on my anxiety levels. When I did �nally
get it on, having had to negotiate the fabric over my sweating arms and back, it
would pop open at the bust every time I took a deep breath. Diana opened the
changing room curtain and looked at me.

“No.” She closed it again. “Do you wanna go to Morley’s? I want four wings
and chips,” her voice asked from the other side of the curtain.

“No.”
“I should have known you’re too stuck-up for that. Let’s get a milkshake,

then,” Diana said, grabbing me by the elbow as I emerged and steering me



toward one of those weird urban-designed modern ice cream parlors.
We sat opposite one another in a booth in the corner by the bathrooms and

peeled the sticky menus apart. “What do you want?” Diana said from behind the
menu. “I know what I’m getting. Oreo wa�e, I always get it.” Diana held up her
phone and scanned the room with it. “Hold on, just snapchatting our settings!
I’ve captioned it ‘Cuz is 26,’ ” she said, showing me a picture of myself looking at
the menu, bewildered by the choice.

Twenty-six, and this is my life, I thought, looking around at the teenagers
leaning on tackily decorated walls, all staring at their phones. Three years from
now and I was meant to have been getting married. I was meant to be stable, and
loved, and . . . I looked back down, and the words on the page started to blur. I
looked over at the loo door. If I ran in there and had a panic attack, I could at
least not let Diana see me fall apart again. I was meant to be getting better, and if
she saw me having a panic attack she’d tell my grandmother, and then there’d be
a whole thing about me going to therapy and it not working so bringing shame
on the family for no reason.

“You all right?” Diana asked, locking her phone and putting it on the table. I
must have looked really bad if she was stepping away from her phone.

Set an example, I thought, breathing in slowly and counting to three, hoping
that my nostrils weren’t �aring too obviously.

“All �ne, just looking for a waiter,” I said.
“You’ve got to go up and order, obviously,” Diana said, looking at me

suspiciously, and slipped out of the booth. “You sure you’re all right?”
“Sorry. I’m �ne!” I said, my heart rate slowing. “Just get me the same thing as

you.” I handed her the twenty-pound note from our grandmother and watched
her walk to the counter. When she was there, I put my head in my hands and
closed my eyes. Just breathe, Queenie. Breathe, imagine you’re, what is it Janet
said, why can’t you remember? That’s it, the safe space, find your safe space. Where
is it? That’s it, it’s the attic room in Grandma and Granddad’s first house. The
room that they said was haunted, but you didn’t mind, you used to love the creak of
the floorboards, and the way that the temperature of the air dropped when you
stepped into the ro—



“Are you sure you’re okay? We can go back if you’re feeling weird?” Diana
threw herself back into the booth.

“No, I’m �ne,” I said, surprising myself by meaning it. “It’s all good. So,
what’s this Oreo wa�e, then? How exactly does it work?”

We walked back to the house, the sugar from our treat coursing through my
veins like a shot of adrenaline. Diana was telling me, and the street, exactly how
annoying it was to have a mum as religious as Maggie. “She makes me pray
before every meal, Queenie,” she moaned. “Even snacks! Have you ever had a
packet of crisps smacked out of your hand because you didn’t thank Jesus for
them �rst?”

That topic lasted all the way back to my grandparents’. We walked through
the door, and I saw three extra sets of shoes in the hallway. I could hear voices
coming from the front-front room. I stepped out of my sneakers.

“Hello!” Darcy said, walking out of the room, holding a bright pink helium
balloon with BIRTHDAY WISHES emblazoned on both sides in blue bubble
writing.

“Happy birthday, Queenie!” Maggie jumped out after Darcy, holding a small
gift bag. I looked for the owner of the third pair of shoes and saw my mum trail
out nervously, trembling arms holding a birthday cake studded with candles,
only half of them lit. My stomach tightened, and I had to force myself to get
back into my grandparents’ old attic, my safe place. What I actually wanted was
to climb into my grandparents’ current attic to escape all of this attention.

Maggie handed the bag to me and swept me up in a hug. “Maggie!” I
protested, easing away from her. “Hi, Mum,” I said quietly to my mother, still
standing behind her sister, the weight of the cake testing her strength.

“Oh, come on, birthday girl! Cheer up!” Maggie said, rolling her eyes.
“Diana, was she this miserable when you were out?”

“Mum you know she doesn’t like hugs. It’s all right not to want people to
touch you, you know.” Diana walked over to Darcy. “You must be Darcy, yeah?
I’m Diana, Queenie’s cousin. Nice to meet you properly.”



My grandmother stepped out of the front-front room. “Can we all go inside
one room and stop congesting the hallway, please?” she barked, herding everyone
except for Darcy in. She looked at me knowingly. “You have some time to say
hello to your fren,” she said, walking into the room and closing the door behind
her.

“What happened to the candles, Mum?” I heard Diana moan. “I tried to plan
all of this properly.”

Darcy and I stood for a moment in the hallway, looking at each other. She’d
put on weight, and her blue eyes stood out against her unusually tanned skin.
“Been on holiday?” I asked, suddenly unreasonably very awkward about
standing with her when I was such a shit version of the me I used to be.

“Yeah, Simon and I went to France a couple of weeks ago. It was a nightmare.
He didn’t want to leave the villa. Said that we needed to spend the whole holiday
working on ‘us.’ ” She stepped toward me and handed the balloon over. “Happy
birthday, friend.”

I put Maggie’s mysterious gift bag down, took the balloon, and patted her on
the shoulder.

“Thank you. This is nice. Why are you here? How did you know the
address?”

“Your cousin is very wily.  .  .  .” Darcy smiled. “We’ve been in contact for a
while now. She tweeted me a few weeks ago. We’ve been ‘DM-ing.’ ” Darcy raised
her eyebrows, smug about using lingo she wasn’t used to. “And I was going to
invite Kyazike but thought that might be too much for you right now.”

“Yeah, you might be right,” I said, realizing how much I really, really missed
Kyazike. “I’ll be back to my usual text self soon, sorry for being so rubbish.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” Darcy said softly. “I guessed you needed to
switch o� from it all. I feel like a bad friend, though. I should have handled it
properly, helped you more.”

“You didn’t need to handle anything!” I protested, horri�ed that she thought
she had any responsibility where my mental health was concerned. “It wasn’t for
you to sort. I put a lot on you. Wasn’t fair of me. I’m sorry,” I said. I was getting
good at this apologizing business. “I bet you get more work done without me,
though.”



“So much more, you wouldn’t believe it. But it’s not as fun,” Darcy pointed
out.

“I wasn’t much fun those last few months. It must have been like watching
someone on self-destruct.” I laughed awkwardly. But felt less awkward.

“I’m not your friend because you entertain me,” Darcy said.
I moved toward her and hugged her tightly, surprising her and myself. “I’ve

missed this,” she said into my shoulder, her voice mu�ed by my hair. For the
�rst time in ages, I felt like me.

“Thank you for being my friend,” I said. “Even though I didn’t make it easy.”
I pulled away after a while, and pointed up at the balloon. “So. Where’d you get
this classy gift from?” Darcy didn’t reply, and when I looked at her for some sort
of response, I saw that her face was wet with tears.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“What’s happening?” my grandmother asked, throwing the door to the

front-front room open. She looked at Darcy in horror.
“I just—I’ve just missed her!” Darcy sobbed.
“Oh, there there, dear!” my grandmother said, pulling Darcy into her bosom

and patting her on the back gently. I wished she’d consistently extend the same
comfort to me when I was upset.

“Come on, let’s all go in here,” I said, and we walked into the front-front
room, my balloon blithering along the doorframe as I pulled it in behind me.

“Okay, please can we do the candles now? I had to blow them out once
already,” Diana snapped, pulling a lighter out of her pocket and lighting the
candles.

“And why do you have that?” Maggie asked, cocking her head, her wig going
left as her head went right.

“It’s, er, Kadija’s, she left it in my bag, Haaaaaappy Birthdaaaaay . . .” Diana
began to sing, nervous eyes on her mum, who stared back at her, neither of them
dropping a note. I looked down at the cake and blew the candles out.

“Did you make a wish?” my mum said quietly, her voice cracking halfway
through the question.

“No. No point,” I said, continuing to look at the cake. “I haven’t believed in
wishes since I was a child.”



My grandmother bustled into the kitchen for her best china plates (“It’s
because we have a white visitor,” Maggie sighed), and Diana started to cut the
cake into huge slices. “Shall we say grace?” Maggie asked, gesturing to the cake.
Diana looked at me.

“Oh, aren’t you going to open your present?” Maggie asked, pointing at the
gift bag. I picked it up and pulled out a little wrapped present.

“It’s nothing big, just a little lavender oil that I bought from Holland and
Barrett. I thought you could drop some around your room, help you to relax,”
she said, smiling.

“Thanks,” I said, putting the wrapped object back in the bag.
“Should we maybe go for a walk, or sit in the garden or something?” I asked

Darcy, tying the balloon’s ribbon to my wrist.
“I haven’t had a chance to talk to you,” my mum interjected quietly. “Or to

meet your friend properly.” She looked at Darcy and smiled, then looked back at
the �oor.

“I’m Darcy! Queenie and I have worked together for three and a bit years
now, I think? She does the listings, I’m picture editor.”

“Oh, that’s lovely. And what does a picture editor do?”
“Basically, when we’re running an article in the magazine or online, I have to

�nd the right picture, make sure we’re allowed to use it, that sort of thing.”
“That sounds very hard! I couldn’t do that!” my mum cooed.
“Sure you could, Mum,” I said, trying out my newfound forgiveness. “You

could do anything.”
“That’s not true, Queenie,” she said, looking down at her hands and smiling.

“I’m not like you.”
“I’ve got a question for you, Sylvie.” Darcy jumped in. “Why did you name

Queenie, Queenie?”
“That’s an easy question, Darcy.” My mum looked up at us and settled back

into the armchair. She was so small that it almost swallowed her whole. “When I
was growing up, I always used to wish I could be a princess. It sounds silly, but
because Maggie was in the room next to my mum and dad so they could keep an
eye on her, my bedroom was almost at the very top of the house, underneath the



attic; it was a huge, beautiful Victorian house that my dad bought when he �rst
came ove—”

“The haunted attic room,” I told Darcy.
“The only thing it was haunted by was my dad, moaning at me about the

water rates.” My mum laughed. “We were the �rst black people on our street,
you know? My dad literally worked night and day to a�ord it. Anyway, I’m
drifting away from what I was saying, sorry!” She looked back down at her
hands. “I used to stare out of the window and pretend that someone was going
to come and rescue me.” She paused and looked up again, her eyes bright. “I
grew out of that, the looking out of the window thing, when I was a teenager”—
she giggled—“but I was still obsessed with princesses. In all of the stories I used
to read, they were so beautiful and perfect, and so delicate, and, well, when I met
Queenie’s dad, he was my prince.”

“Mum—” I interjected. “He was married.”
“Well, I didn’t know that at the time. And, well, to me, he’d come to rescue

me. He was so handsome, this man with beautiful dark skin. I thought he was so
cool! He was in the music scene, he had a house full of records, he used to take
me to all these concerts! And he had this gold tooth that �ashed whenever he
smiled. He was so charming.”

“FYI, Darcy, he really isn’t charming.”
They both ignored my remark, lost in the story. “.  .  . and when I was

pregnant, I thought, This is it, this is it, she’s here. The princess I’d been dreaming
about was here. That was going to be her name, I’d decided. I didn’t mind that it
might have been tacky.”

“I would have minded,” I said.
“At least you weren’t called Diana!” my cousin shouted from the hallway as

she walked past the front-front room.
“Ah, yes. Queenie’s grandmother gave Diana her name. She was obsessed

with the royal family.” My mum laughed gently. “Still is. Anyway, when my little
girl was born, I put my �nger in her tiny hand, and she opened her eyes and
squeezed it so tightly. And I looked at her, and I realized that she was more
powerful than any delicate princess I’d read about. I’d just given birth to a queen.
A girl who would grow up to be strong and brave. So I called her Queenie.”



How could I have been so sel�sh, how couldn’t I have seen? This tiny, meek
woman being swallowed by an armchair was the same woman who’d started to
raise me, the woman who’d been so obsessed with me that we wore matching
out�ts until I was eight, who always told me that I was strong enough to be a
queen. She’d been so mentally and physically battered by men that she couldn’t
�nd her voice anymore. But she was still my mum.

I looked over at Darcy, whose eyes were wet with tears. “Oh, come on, no
more crying,” I said, pulling her up, knowing that if she started crying, I’d be
next.

I led her through the kitchen, where Maggie was quizzing “Diana” about the
lighter, and out into the garden.

We sat on the grass for about three seconds before my grandmother
practically sprinted out with a blanket, shrieking about Darcy’s white skirt
getting dirty.

“How are you doing, though?” Darcy asked, letting her bare legs stray from
the blanket so that she could scrunch blades of grass between her toes.

“It’s up and down. That’s the only way I can put it.” I shrugged. “No day is
ever all good, or all bad. I don’t feel quite myself yet. I know I’m not doing a very
good job of explaining myself. Sorry.”

“You don’t need to explain anything to me. We can talk about something else,
if you like,” Darcy said brightly. “Have you read anything good lately?”

“I think I need to explain it to myself, if anything,” I said. “You know how
someone might be, like, ‘how are you, on a scale of one to ten, one being the
worst, and ten being absolutely elated?’ Well, at the moment I’m operating on a
‘how are you out of �ve?’ �ex. I feel like I’m living a half-life at the moment.”

I �ddled with the knot of the balloon ribbon on my wrist. “I live here,
sleeping in a room full of cruci�xes and Bibles. I don’t see anyone but my family
because seeing my friends reminds me that I’m not how I used to be. I haven’t
had sex for ages—”

“Which is a good thing, I think, Queenie.”
“The counseling is tiresome. I always have to drag myself on my face to the

bus stop afterward. Then sit for ages staring at nothing in particular out the



window. I almost always miss my stop, just because my brain can’t engage with
what’s going on until the next day.”

“Do you feel better every week, though? Like you’re crying all of the sadness
out? It must be cathartic.”

“What’s the point in crying?” I asked.
“Do you know, that might be the most psychopathic thing I’ve ever heard

anyone say.”
“Strong black women don’t cry,” I said to myself.
The ribbon slipped from my wrist and a gust of wind took the balloon up

out of my reach.
Diana walked out into the garden with a piece of sponge cake on a paper

plate in each hand. The best china was obviously not allowed outside. “That’s a
waste of your friend’s money,” she said, watching the balloon drift away. She
lifted one of the plates to shield her eyes as she stepped into the sun.

She passed us one plate each and stood with a hand on her hip, lifting the
other to cover her eyes. “Granddad has told me to make myself useful and water
the plants. You can never just come here and relax, can you,” she hu�ed, walking
over to the outside tap.

She turned it on and went to look for the watering can.
“Don’t waste watah!” Granddad croaked from the conservatory. Diana

looked at us and closed her eyes in frustration.
“I should go,” Darcy said, standing up. “I’ve got a big day at work

tomorrow.” She smoothed her skirt down.
“Oh yeah? What’s happening?” I asked, holding my hands out so that she

could lift me up. “Anything to do with my Ted investigation? Are you being
called as a character witness? Tell them I’m a virgin.”

We both laughed. It felt unfamiliar to laugh. The way you might feel starting
a car when you haven’t driven in years and had also forgotten that cars even
existed.

“Nothing’s been said about that, if that helps,” Darcy said, putting on her
shoes by the front door. “It was nice to see you. And to meet your mum, �nally.”
I opened it and hugged her good-bye. “You’re better than you think,” she said,
then turned to walk down the path.



I went back into the kitchen and found my grandmother peering into the
oven, Diana’s con�scated lighter in hand.

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“It won’t light. I’m not paying to �x it,” she said, getting on her knees and

moving her head farther in. “Your mother had to go when you were in the
garden. She left a card for you.” My grandmother gestured to the table, head still
hidden. I looked at the table and saw a pink envelope with my name written on
it in writing practically the same as mine.

I poured myself a glass of water and took the card upstairs. I opened it. The
card had the words “To my darling daughter on her birthday” on the front in
pink writing. A bright yellow 99p sticker she’d forgotten to remove sat in the
corner.

To my dear daughter Queenie Veronica Jenkins, Happy 26th Birthday! I
am proud of you every day. Even on the days that you think are bad. I am
always here for you. Continue to be stronger than I could have been for you.

Love, your mum Sylvie XX
P.S. I hear you are in therapy. That is a good thing.

I climbed into bed and reread my mum’s card. I could hear tinny music
playing from Diana’s phone as she moved around the garden watering the
plants.

Queenie

Thanks for my card, Mum. It was nice to
see you today. X

I pressed SEND on my phone and looked out of the window. I watched the
balloon from Darcy �oat farther away into the distance.



chapter
TWENTY-FIVE

“NOW, I THINK we need to talk about your phone call.” I blinked at Janet,
pretending not to know what she was talking about. She looked at me and
sighed. Isn’t that the exact reaction that therapists aren’t meant to have? “From
the pool,” she reminded me.

“Yeah, what about it?” I asked in a tone that I knew I was too old to have
taken.

“Your upbringing was not one you should have had, Queenie,” Janet said.
“You witnessed some traumatic things, you should have had love and care, and
I’m sorry that you didn’t.”

“It’s all right, it’s not your fault,” I snapped. “These things happen. It
happens a lot in my culture. Us black girls, we’re always meant to know our
place.”

“And do you think that you’ve trapped yourself in this message to the present
day? Do you think this is how you see yourself? As having to stay mute, to know
your place? It certainly sounds this way,” Janet said sympathetically. “Perhaps
that’s why sexually, you go along with these acts, so as not to rock the boat, and
—”

“How could I not be trapped in it?” I interrupted. I was on one today,
apparently.

“Well, Queenie, I think that you’re taking on a burden that isn’t yours. You
can’t carry the pain of a whole race.”

“It’s not a burden I’m taking on, it’s one that’s just here.” I could feel anger
building in my chest. “I can’t pick it up and drop it!”



“Is that how you see it?” Janet asked as calmly as she could in an attempt to
counter my distress.

“That’s how it is.” I started to get louder. “I can’t wake up and not be a black
woman, Janet. I can’t walk into a room and not be a black woman, Janet. On the
bus, on the Tube, at work, in the cafeteria. Loud, brash, sassy, angry, mouthy,
confrontational, bitchy.” I listed o� all of my usual descriptors on my �ngers.
“There are ones people think are nice, though: well-spoken, surprisingly
intelligent, exotic. My favorite is sexy, I think? I guess I should be grateful for any
attention at all.” My voice was getting hoarse. “You know, when we go out, my
friends get chatted up by guys who say, ‘I’d love to take you for dinner,’ and in
the same breath they come over to me, put their hands on my bum, and tell me
they want to take me back to theirs and fuck me over the arm of the sofa. This
past year has shown me that I can’t have a boyfriend who loves me, who can stop
and think about what I might be going through.” I dug my nails into the arms of
the chair. “I can’t have any love in my life that isn’t completely fucked by my fear
that I’ll be rejected just for being born me. Do you know how that feels, Janet?”

“No, Queenie, I don’t.”
“Exactly. With respect, Janet, you aren’t best placed to tell me how to deal

with this ‘burden.’ ”
“Okay, try to calm down, Queenie. Remember your breathing.” Janet poured

me a glass of water.
“Why should I calm down? This is what you wanted, for me to stop holding

things in! My best friend Cassandra? The one who moved away with a man who
fucked me for months but actually cared about someone else? You remember?
Good,” I said. “I used to do this thing with him: I knew it was pathetic, but I
couldn’t stop it. Even though I hate any meaningful closeness, when he stayed
over, I used to try and tuck myself into his back while he slept. I just wanted
some comfort, I wanted someone to like me after they’d had sex with me. Isn’t
that pathetic?” I asked Janet. “Do you know what he used to do? Push me o�
him, every time. But that’s me. I’m an option for a man to fuck, but not an
option to love.” My hands were shaking. “And if you’re going to fuck me, then
at least it’s going to be in my control!” I shouted. I couldn’t stop myself. “And do
you know why? It’s because I’m so damaged, Janet. Years of being told I was



nothing, years of being ignored! I’ll take any attention, even if it is being
fucked!” The room started to warp. I couldn’t breathe. I stood up and started
�apping my hands as if to cool myself down or push the air into my mouth—I
wasn’t sure which. I looked at Janet and opened and closed my mouth.

Even if I knew what I wanted to say, it wasn’t coming out. She was saying
something. I couldn’t hear what. I tried to do my breathing, tried to focus on her
face, to count to ten, to think of that safe space, it was all so overwhelming and
—

I felt my surroundings before I opened my eyes and saw them. I was on a bed, I
knew that much. I’d been in a lot of beds that weren’t mine in the past year, so I
wasn’t as frightened as I might otherwise have been.

I was lying on my side, and quite possibly in the recovery position, as my
limbs weren’t in a position they might have organically and comfortably fallen
into.

My head was throbbing. I opened my eyes and squinted as the low light from
a lamp next to the bed hit them.

“Hello?” I whispered, looking around the room. The room was small, lilac,
with only the single bed that I occupied in one corner and the bedside table and
lamp next to it. No posters, no pictures, no clue that the room belonged to any
person. I lowered my legs o� of the bed slowly, and put my feet on the �oor.

I tried to stand up, but fell back down onto the bed.
“Queenie?” My eyes followed the voice that had called my name, and I saw

Janet rush over, mug in hand.
“How are you feeling? Here, drink this. Let it cool for a couple of minutes.”

She went to hand me the mug, then placed it on the bedside table instead.
“Don’t want you to burn your hands on top of everything else.”

Janet perched at the end of the bed. “What happened?” I asked. I was
shaking.

“Let me give you a blanket.” Janet opened a drawer and pulled out a knitted
patchwork blanket. She covered me and sat back down.

“I’m not cold, just shaking,” I said.



“That will be the adrenaline leaving your system. Just let it pass. Nothing bad
is happening to you,” she said, taking a sip of her own tea. “You fainted,
Queenie.”

“That happened before when I lived in Brixton,” I told Janet. “It was
horrible, that �oor was so dirty. But why it is happening now, shouldn’t I be
better? What’s wrong with me? Is something seriously wrong? Am I getting
worse?” I asked, sitting up straight for Janet’s question time.

“No. It doesn’t mean that at all,” Janet reassured me. “The road to recovery is
not linear. It’s not straight. It’s a bumpy path, with lots of twists and turns. But
you’re on the right track.”

“Lots of therapy buzzwords there, Janet,” I said, reaching for the cup of tea
and propping myself up on one elbow to take a sip. “Jesus, this is sweet!” I
swallowed it down.

“How much sugar have you had today?” Janet asked.
“I don’t think any. I’ve only had toast. I didn’t have much of an appetite,” I

said, lying back down.
“Well, there you go. Finish it. Your grandmother is on her way.”
“Excuse me? My grandmother is leaving South London? To come here?” I

launched myself up and put the mug down. “She hasn’t left South London since
she came here in the �fties, and she has family in North London. Oh God.”

“She’s down as your next of kin,” Janet said. “There is nothing to worry
about. You must try to be aware when you’re catastrophizing, Queenie.”

“I’m going to be in so much trouble,” I groaned.
“Let’s lay it out as it is,” Janet said, looking me dead in the eye. “Queenie, you

are an adult woman. And you have made an adult choice to come to therapy.
Your family have accepted that, it seems. There is no trouble to get in. Today you
have had a funny turn, and your grandmother is coming to collect you. I spoke
to a cabdriver and gave them the full address, so she won’t have to negotiate
public transport. You will get the cab back, and then I suggest that you rest and
think little more of it. Okay?” Janet stood up and went to leave the room.

“Okay,” I said. “Damn it, Janet.”
Janet turned and looked at me. “My daughter used to say that to me. Is that

in reference to The Rocky Horror Picture Show?”



“Yeah! I didn’t know you had a daughter. I’m sorry, was this her room? Did
she . . . pass away?” I said, horri�ed.

“Queenie. You must stop thinking the worst. She’s very much alive. She
works in Hong Kong. She �ew out a year ago, after her twenty-�fth birthday.
Very accomplished, my daughter. Now. Have your tea and rest until your
grandmother gets here.”

I must have fallen asleep, because I woke up to my grandmother’s bony
�ngers shaking me by the shoulder. “Come on, the cab is outside, the meter ah’
run,” she said.

We rode home in the back of the cab, me in forced silence as my grandmother
listed all of the reasons why she was never leaving South London again. Points
three to seven were all variations of how she didn’t trust the buildings. Points
eight to �fteen were all about smells. Though I felt exhausted, probably from the
fainting, I also felt as though some weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I
didn’t feel brighter. Just lighter.



chapter
TWENTY-SIX

“HELLO, MUM,” I heard my mum say breathlessly as she walked in the front
door. “Where’s Queenie?” I rolled my eyes.

“In the front-front room. If you two haffi sit in there, don’t stay long. This
isn’t a special occasion,” my grandmother said, walking o� into the kitchen.

“How are you?” my mum said, perching on the edge of the armchair
opposite.

“I’m all right,” I replied, then observed, “You’re still not eating.”
“God, you’re as bad as Mum. Anyway, thanks for saying you’ll have a chat,”

she said. “I know you’re probably busy.” I watched her clench and unclench her
�sts nervously, her brittle �ngers trembling.

“I’m not that busy, I’m almost always here,” I told her. “I’m usually cleaning
or taking things to and from the launderette, but I’m not busy.”

“Mum’s got you cleaning to pay your keep here?” my mum asked. “I should
have known. It’s why we’ve all got cleanliness OCD.”

I laughed. I hadn’t heard her make a joke in years. Not that what she said
wasn’t true.

My mum said quietly, “It’s about the court case. You remember, the one
against Roy?”

I nodded slowly, hoping she wasn’t going to ask me to testify.
“I’ve had a bit of good news. After almost three years, we won!” she said,

wrapping her arms around her small frame. “I didn’t think it would ever end!
And I can’t get the house back, or most of the money, because he’s spent the
majority of it. But I’ve been given what was left.”



“Well, that’s good!” I said, hiding my disappointment that I didn’t feel
instant relief. “And him?”

“He’s not going to prison or anything like that,” my mum explained. “I
wasn’t really listening, if I’m honest, just happy that it was all over and done
with. Anyway, I wanted to give you this—” She rummaged in her handbag,
eventually pulling out a check that was folded in half.

She stood up and handed it to me. “It’s a fair bit of what I got. Not a lot, but
I thought you could use it as a deposit to rent somewhere for yourself, and pay a
few months’ rent. That way you won’t have to keep paying your way here in
manual labor.” My mum went to pat me on the shoulder, but pulled her hand
away and whispered another apology.

She smiled at the �oor and walked noiselessly out of the room into the
kitchen, where I heard my grandmother immediately berate her for her weight
loss. I unfolded the check. I’d never seen so much money in my life, and my
mum had handed it over like it was nothing.

“You don’t need to do this,” I said, walking into the kitchen and putting the
check on the table. “You actually need the money. You’re the one living in a
hovel.”

“The hostel is not a hovel, Queenie. It’s actually quite nice, you should come
and see it. I’ve got friends there, and I feel safe. It was my little port in the
storm.” She put her fork down and sat on her hands.

“Why don’t you eat your dinner, Mum?” I said, sitting opposite her. I
watched my grandmother unload the washing machine and slink into the garden
to shake each item three hundred times before she hung it out.

“Sorry that I never ask how you are,” I said, angry with myself for not being a
better daughter. “I think children forget that their parents are people too.”

“I’ll be okay. Once I get this eating sorted,” she said, moving chicken around
the plate. “It’s horrible, I get this lump in my throat whenever I put anything to
my lips. Then I have to concentrate on forcing it down. It’s just not worth it.
And these last few months, having to see Roy throughout this whole thing, it’s
been so drawn out.  .  .  . Well, I haven’t bothered to even try eating. I’ve been
living on tea.”



“Maybe you can try what I do,” I started. “When it’s really bad, I imagine
that there’s a bird in my stomach, and that the butter�ies and the churning is the
bird �apping, asking for food. And when I eat, and feed the bird, the �apping
will stop.”

“I don’t like birds, Queenie,” my mum said fearfully. “Especially pigeons,
they’re horrible.”

“I don’t like birds either, but you know what I mean, Mum.”
She put a forkful of food into her mouth and chewed slowly. “Feed the bird,”

I encouraged her. She swallowed, her face contorting with discomfort. I poured
her a glass of water.

“Thank you. You’re so caring, you know. I don’t know where you got that
from.” She took a sip of water and ate another forkful.

“You’re caring, Mum,” I said. “I must get it from you.”
She smiled and loaded more food onto her fork than before. “Do you think

you’ll go back to work?” she asked. I shrugged in response, really not wanting to
go into it.

We sat quietly together until she �nished chewing. She put down her fork
and looked at me. “Do you know what?” my mum said. “I think you’ve changed
history in this family. You’re the �rst person to go to counseling and not get
disowned by Mum and Dad. That’s bigger than being the �rst Jenkins to go to
university.”

“But I also might be the �rst person in the family to be �red.”
“Queenie, we’ve all been �red from every job we’ve ever had. Have you ever

spoken to your grandmother about her career history? And you should
definitely talk to Maggie about the time she got �red from Blockbuster for
recording over the videos. Ask her what she did to the manager to get revenge.”
My mum picked up her fork and took another bite of dinner. “What happened
at work?”

“It’s a long story that I’m not going to go into,” I said, “but what I will tell
you is that I had a great job and I’m pretty sure I’ve thrown it, and my whole life,
away.”

“No such thing,” my mum said. “You’ve just turned twenty-six, your life
hasn’t even begun. I had you just after I turned twenty-six. Best year of my life.”



She chewed another forkful of food, smiling.

“It’s nearly my last session, Granddad. Only one left.” I couldn’t think what else
I could say to break the silence in the dining room, so took a chance on engaging
in some therapy chat.

“That’s good,” he said sternly. “And wha’ yuh going to learn today?”
“Well,” I began, bewildered that he’d asked me a question about it, “I’m not

sure. One of the most helpful techniques I had to learn was safe spaces, so maybe
we’ll revisit tha—”

“Wha’ dat?”
“A safe space is sort of like a mental place you go to cope with things,” I

explained. “It’s all in the mind.”
“Mi’ shed used to be mi’ safe space until you put all of yuh tings in deh,” he

said, getting up from the table.
“Queenie, your phone is going o�!” my grandmother shouted from the

kitchen. I followed the sound of my phone, but by the time I located it, it had
rung o�. I had a voice mail, annoyingly.

“Queenie, hi, it’s Gina. I hope things are better. Right, I’ll make this quick because I know that voice
mails are awful and that everybody hates them. Take some time to think about this, but not too
much time, obviously. The investigation fell apart when one of the security guards said that he’d seen
Ted leading you into the disabled loos—I don’t want or need to know what you did in there, but
ultimately his actions don’t seem like those of a person being coerced, so everyone thinks it’s best
that we drop it. Nobody wants a scandal, let alone a newspaper. You’ll have to sign a weekly
timesheet for the �rst month or whatever because you’ll be back on a trial basis but don’t be too
scared of that, it’s just protocol. Give me a call by the end of the week. In fact, can you just give me a
call in the next hour so that we can just wrap this all up and move on, thanks.”

“Who was that? You look like you’ve just seen a duppy,” my grandmother
said.

“Nobody,” I croaked, sitting down in the nearest chair.
“Lie you ah’ tell,” she accused me.
“No, it’s �ne,” I said, standing up on shaking legs. “I’m going to therapy

now.”



“Are you sure you’re in a state to cross London?” my grandmother asked as I
grabbed my bag and walked out the front door. “I’m not coming to get you
again. I’ve just put the pot on.”

“I know that you want to do some �nal techniques today, but something very
shocking has come up,” I said to Janet as soon as she opened the front door an
inch. “My boss has asked me to go back to work.”

“Well, that’s wonderful news!” Janet smiled.
“Is it? Is it, Janet?” I asked, my head swimming.
“Yes, Queenie. This day was always going to come, and I think we can agree

that it’s going to be less demanding going back into a job you already know than
having to search for a new one. Sit down, please.”

I threw myself into the chair opposite Janet. “But I am not ready, Janet,” I
said, gripping the arms of the chair.

“Says who?”
“Do you, a trained professional, think that I’m ready?”
“I don’t see why not. We’ll have to adjust this session to work on some coping

methods, but all in all, I think that this can only be a good thing. It’s a real
positive. And even though our run is over, I’ll always be here. You aren’t as alone
you think.”



chapter
TWENTY-SEVEN

IF I COULD remember how I felt on the �rst day of secondary school, I imagine it
was exactly like this. My rucksack is packed, my shoes have been shined
(metaphorically, but I think that my grandmother might have actually polished
them in the night), and I ironed a dress for the �rst time in ten years, hung it up
for tomorrow, and went and found my grandmother giving it a going-over ten
minutes later.

Darcy insisted she’d meet me in the square outside the o�ce to quite literally
ease me back in, which was one less thing to worry about. If I couldn’t walk, I
could be carried.

I had a bath at 8 p.m., said good night to my grandparents, and got into bed. I
was feeling very wholesome. I set my alarm for 7:30 a.m. and settled into bed.
Sleep came easily. Success. Maybe I was a changed person.

I woke up and checked my phone: 2 a.m. I was wide awake. Why had I never felt
this alert when it was time to go to work?

“Come on, come on,” I sighed, turning over in the bed.
“Queenie? What’s wrong?” I heard my grandmother shout from her

bedroom.
“Nothing!” I whispered. “Just talking to myself.”
“Guh ah yuh bed. Yah ’av work ina di’ marnin.’ ”
At 4 a.m., I was still awake. At 5 a.m., I was even more awake. At 6 a.m.,

dawn started to break and the birds in the garden started to sing. There was no
point in trying to go back to sleep.



At 7 a.m., I heard my grandmother stirring. She shu�ed into my room. “Are
you sleeping?” she asked, full volume.

“Even if I had been, that would have woken me up. Morning,” I said,
stretching to full length and simultaneously burying my head in the pillows.

“I’m putting the hot water on. Come down for your porridge and wait for it
to warm,” my grandmother said as she trotted down the stairs, her dressing
gown trailing behind her.

“I’m not hungry,” I whispered after her so as not to wake my granddad.
“You think she’s letting you leave here without breakfast?” he yelled from

their bedroom.

When it was time to go, I stood by the front door looking in the mirror. I looked
like a version of me that was only slightly familiar to myself. Thinner. Less color
in my face. The bags under my eyes were maybe here to stay.

“You look nice. Smart.” My grandmother walked out of the kitchen and �xed
the lapel of my coat that had tucked itself in. “Like my mother when she �rst
came over to visit me. She was a proud woman. Go, go mek me proud,” she said.

“That’s a lot of pressure. I’m only going back to work,” I said. “Not stepping
o� the Windrush, Grandma.”

My grandmother turned me by the shoulders and pushed me out the door
gently. “Don’t overthink things. What’s the word the therapy woman say?
Catastrophize. Nah badda catastrophize.”

The journey was unbearable. But, I remembered, mainly unbearable because it’s
commuting, and everyone �nds public transport oppressive and horri�c. It
wasn’t just because I was weak.

At moments of acute anxiety, I did some deep breathing and tried to count
all of the blue things in my eye line. When that didn’t work, all of the green
things. By the time I’d gone through all of the colors of the rainbow, I was o� the
train and walking toward the Daily Read o�ce.



I felt my stomach drop to my knees and stopped in my tracks. I held on to a
nearby wall. “Morning! Welcome back!” Darcy beamed, launching herself onto
me.

“Hello!” My voice gave me away.
“Right,” she said, very seriously. Solutions-driven Darcy was back in her

element. “I have a list of reasons why you’re going to be okay. One: I am here for
you, always. Even when I am in the loo. Two: We have all of your ways of coping
written down. The deep breathing, the safe space, the color counting. So even if
you forget them, I can go into the quiet room and remind you. Three: Nothing
can harm you here. Four: You’ve made it this far, and once you make it to
lunchtime, it’s basically the end of the day, and we can go and get a treat. Okay?”

I nodded and let Darcy take my hand. We got just outside the building, and
she let go. “You can do this.”

We stepped into the building, and I closed my eyes as I took in its familiar
smell. “You okay?” Darcy asked, grabbing me by the shoulders.

“I’m �ne. Just smelling,” I said as we walked across the foyer, our steps
echoing around the space.

“Phew,” Darcy said, pushing the button to call the elevator. My eyes darted
around as others queued for the lift. Now was not the best time for me to see
Ted.

My heart climbed in my chest with every level we ascended, and by the time
we got up to our �oor it was about to �op out of my mouth. We stepped out of
the elevator, and I stood waiting for all eyes to be on me. Instead, everyone was
just . . . getting on with their work. Wait until I cross the floor, I thought. That’s
when they’ll all stop and stare.

I made my way over to my desk, Darcy behind me guiding me gently. We
attracted no interest at all. I lowered myself onto my chair slowly and turned my
computer on.

“You’re okay.” Darcy smiled. “I think Gina is going to come over and say
hello, and then we can probably sneak to the kitchen for tea.”

Darcy left me, and I got back into the rhythm of things. The morning was
mainly �ne. Only minor wobbles when I forgot how to do the simplest things
that I used to be able to do with my eyes rolled to the back of my head. I �irted



with the idea of going home, but very quickly realized that the alternative to
work was going back to my grandmother and trying to explain that I couldn’t do
it.

After Gina had come to say a sheepish hello and Darcy and I had made a very
swift tea, I sat back down as an e-mail popped into my inbox.

On Monday, 6th May, Lief, Jean <Jean.Lief@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at
11:55:

Dear Queenie,
It’s good to see you back. I knew that scumbag was lying. You can never trust a man wearing that
much tweed. Just keep your head down.
With warmest wishes,
Jean
P.S. It’s not my place to say this, but you don’t look as good having lost that weight. You used to
look so cheerful.

On Monday, 6th May, Jenkins, Queenie <Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 12:02:

Dear Jean,
Thanks for your e-mail. You know, apart from Darcy, you’re the only person to welcome me back,
even though I annoy you so much by hovering by your and Darcy’s desks saying things not suitable
for the office. I promise there’ll be none of that this time around.
Queenie X
P.S. I don’t much like myself having lost all this weight, either. I don’t think it suits me, really.

On Monday, 6th May, Lief, Jean <Jean.Lief@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at
12:07:

Oh, don’t worry about the chatter, Queenie. I’m 72 and I’ve been working at the newspapers for
longer than I can remember. Nothing can shock me. I’ve heard all there is to hear.
Jean

On Monday, 6th May, Jenkins, Queenie <Queenie.Jenkins@dailyread.co.uk>
wrote at 12:10:

Darcy, does everyone know?

On Monday, 6th May, Betts, Darcy <Darcy.Betts@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at
12:11:



Yes. But nobody is judging you. XXXX

Eating food at lunchtime wasn’t the ordeal I’d predicted, and by the time it
got to �ve and Gina had signed my time sheet, even though I felt exhausted, also
felt like I could maybe be all right again.

At �ve-thirty I packed up my bag and walked over to Darcy, who was waiting
by the lift, as agreed. We went down, and when we left the building, a familiar
face was waiting outside.

“Kyazike! What are you doing here?” I rushed over to my friend and hugged
her, happy to see her, also relieved to be out of work.

“What do you meeeaaan, fam? I’m here to congratulate you. Back to the job
and that. Working girl. You look tiny, fam!” She smiled, holding me at arm’s
length. “I need to feed you up, we’re not meant to be skin and bone.”

“Okay, so, Kyazike, as discussed, Queenie isn’t drinking, so we’re going to a
café for a little cake and a hot drink,” Darcy said cautiously.

“That’s cool. As long as the cakes aren’t them little ones that you pick up
with two �ngers and inhale. I want value for my money.” Kyazike put her arm
through mine as we all walked. “Did you see that dickhead today?” she asked.

“Which one? There are lots of dickheads in my building. You need to be
more speci�c,” I said.

“That married one. The biggest one,” Kyazike sneered. “The one you need to
not let even look at you.”

“No,” I said quietly, hoping that what I was saying wasn’t a lie. “I won’t.”
And for the next two hours, I remembered what it was like to be normal

again. Then remembered Janet saying that there was no such thing as normal,
and was �nally grateful that she hadn’t let me walk away after one session.

As the week went on, I grew more exhausted. I was coping, but I had never been
so tired in my life. Halfway through the week, I e-mailed Janet to let her know
that I was probably on the edge of a relapse, but she replied saying: “. . . the more
tired you are, the more likely your defenses are to be down. Doesn’t mean
relapse, means you’re adjusting to working again. Rest at the weekend.”



I was determined to �ll in my time sheet for the week, so battled through the
intrusive thoughts that popped into my head every other second. By Friday, I
was hanging on by a thread. My stomach’s movements were incredibly dramatic
and my head refused to stop buzzing. I had to work slower than I did when I
�rst started, and when Gina sent me an e-mail asking me to go into her o�ce at
four, by three o’clock the contents of my desk were in my rucksack.

“I understand,” I said, walking into her o�ce.
“You understand what?” Gina said, putting a pair of glasses on.
“Didn’t know you wore glasses.” I sat in the chair opposite her.
“They’re new. Contacts getting a bit too �ddly for me. Nice, though, aren’t

they?” She looked up at me and smiled.
“Yeah, they’re nice,” I said. “Where are they—”
“We’re not here to talk eyewear,” Gina said. “Well done.”
“Pardon?” I asked.
“For this week, Queenie,” Gina explained. “It must have been hard, but you

did it. And you did it well.”
“I was slow, though,” I reminded her.
“Well, it’s not a race. You’ve only just got back, and you’ll get quicker. You

were at your desk, doing the work, and that’s what I want from you.” Gina
turned back to her computer.

“Okay?” I said, suspicious. “Thanks, Gina.”
“Word of warning,” Gina said, standing up. “Ted is back from holiday on

Monday. Avoid.”
“You don’t need to tell me twice.” I nodded.
“I’ve signed o� your time sheet for the week and sent it to HR. You can go

home now. You look absolutely shattered. See you on Monday.”

Two weeks of full work passed. Two weeks of completed time sheets, two weeks
of to-the-brink-of-death exhaustion, two weeks of deep breathing in the loo, and
two weeks of avoiding Ted.

The less I thought of him, the better; but still, I was doing a lot of ducking
and diving around the o�ce in an attempt not to bump into him. I could cross



that bridge when I came to it, even though I was doing everything in my power
to ensure that I was taking every alternative route that I could in order to avoid
bridges.

It was a Friday night, and I was bored with my grandmother asking when I
was going to get a pay rise as we watched the news.

In an attempt to actively move myself away from married men, and from
men who just want to have sex with my body as and when it suits them
(admittedly, the two are not mutually exclusive), this time when I go on
OkCupid I am going to talk to somebody who is normal and nice-looking, and
who talks to me in a normal and nice way.

As I brushed my teeth, I thought about the men I would avoid even
messaging, let alone meeting, on OkCupid this time around:

• The ones who mention my “black curves” as though I’ll be �attered by
the suggestion that curves are in this case only acceptable because I’m
nonwhite.

• The ones who completely bypass any of the varied �lms, TV, and music I
have listed on my pro�le. Not acknowledging that I might have interests
beyond your dick is a real red �ag.

•  The ones who want to migrate to WhatsApp a little too soon after
starting to chat. It’s obviously because you want to send and receive X-
rated pictures.

• The ones who I can tell are using pictures from at least three years ago.
Unless you can send me a picture of you holding a newspaper from the
day we chat, I’m going to assume that the ones you’ve posted are from
Fresher’s Week.

•  The ones with x’s in their pro�le. Cutesy doesn’t tend to equal
somebody who is going to want to have a discussion about
intersectional feminism.

•  The couples who want someone for a threesome. Obviously. Though
I’m not ruling that out for the future when I’m a bit more stable. Life



should be about experiences, after all.

I washed my face, put my headscarf on, the usual ritual, and got into bed. It
was 7 p.m.

I reinstalled the app and logged in, lying on my back in the reclining butter�y
pose (knees apart, feet together), a yoga move I’d seen on the Internet that
guaranteed opening some sort of chakras. I woke up an hour later, phone in
hand and hips as sti� as boards. I turned the lamp o� and crawled under the
duvet. Three hours later, I was still awake.

Courtney86: Hello, how are you? My name is Courtney, nice to meet you. Having a good night?

NJ234: You’ve got a really nice smile. Hope you’re having a good evening.

Maybe God has been listening to me, even though I haven’t attempted prayer
since midnight mass? Maybe she sees that I am on the path to recovery and am
ready for a nice person who’ll treat me like I’m more than an ori�ce.

I replied to both, being very well-behaved and not saying anything remotely
sexy to either of them. Maybe I was a changed woman? It was hard to be so
restrained, yes, but the smut can come later once they’ve proved that they’re able
to talk to me for a day without telling me that they’re wanking over the pictures
on my pro�le.

Two days later and many messages from NJ234 telling me that his “cock’s big
enough to split a girl’s cunt in two” or thereabouts, I blocked him, and arranged
to go on an actual date with Courtney86 (aptly named, as he is called Courtney
and was born in 1986). I so desperately wanted to feel like a normal girl again,
and it was worth it, even though I had to do lots of seeding with my
grandmother by telling her that I’d be working a bit late on a new project and
that Darcy would be with me in case I had some sort of episode.

I was nervous about this date because we hadn’t spoken about anything rude at
all. I was trying to move away from the belief that my only conversational
currency with men was sexting, was why.



So far, Courtney86 is unlike anyone I’ve experienced before in that he’s
thirty-two, owns two houses, is bald, and has a beard, but, crucially, asks normal
questions about normal things.

He seems polite, and quite possibly somebody that I could spend nonsexual
time with. He’s passed the Darcy test—she was at �rst apprehensive because he’s
bald, but when Leigh came to meet us for lunch and referred to him as a
“Balding Alpha,” she laughed so much that she came round to the idea.

Come Thursday, I was toying with the idea of canceling because surely an
actual adult handsome man with two houses wouldn’t want to spend any time
with me, a weird �ailing baby who had basically just had a nervous breakdown. I
went to a quiet area of the cafeteria and called Kyazike for some help and
support.

“Help me. What if he’s one of those white guys who likes black girls who are
properly put together, and not ones like me who are a bit ‘alternative’?”

“What?” Kyazike asked. “What do you mean, fam?”
“You know, like what if he expects me to turn up wearing Louboutins and a

bodycon dress and have, like, contour on my face? And fake eyelashes? And a
lace-front wig?”

“You don’t need to go, you know,” Kyazike said. “You’re stressing about this
when you could just go home after work.”

“I know! But I need to prove to myself that I can do this. That I can be a
normal girl and go on a normal date, and maybe that normal date will help to
cancel out all of the very, very bad dates,” I explained.

“There are ways of being normal that aren’t dating,” Kyazike told me.
“Please can we get back onto the topic of me not being black enough,

please?”
“Fine.” Kyazike refocused. “So, you started chatting on OkCupid, yeah?”
“Yes,” I con�rmed.
“And on this app, you have pictures of yourself?”
“Yes. Five of them.”
“And in these pictures, are you standing on one leg showing o� the red sole of

your Louboutins and wearing a bodycon dress the way I do on Snapchat?”
Kyazike continued with her line of questioning.



“No.”
“And in any of these pictures, do you have contour on your face, or fake

eyelashes?”
“No. And no,” I told her.
“Are you rocking a lace-front wig?”
“I’m not, no.”
“So you see my point, yeah?” she checked. “Or do I have to keep on?”
“I do. You don’t.”
“And you don’t have to dress like the black girls you see on Insta to be bla—”

I looked up from my seat and saw Ted standing in front of me. As we locked
eyes, guilt settled on his face. In direct response, my throat seized up and I
dropped the phone on the �oor. It clattered by my feet, and he walked over,
reaching down to pick it up.

I grabbed at it and looked at him, shaking my head. I put the phone back to
my ear and walked away, my legs working very hard to carry me o� in a straight
line.

“.  .  . wear what makes you comfortable, innit. Just do you,” Kyazike said.
“Remember that time in the playground in year nine, when Tia asked me in
front of everyone why I was friends with you when you were white on the inside
and black on the outside like a coconut?”

“Why are you bringing that up, Kyazike?” I asked, letting myself into the
�rst-aid room and sitting on a pile of blankets in the corner.

“What did I say to Tia then?”
“. . . You said that I could be any type of black girl that I wanted to be.”

By the time Friday came around, I was so nervous that all I could eat were two
tiny fruits for breakfast and half a carton of soup, sip by sip, at lunch.

Although Balding Alpha and I were meant to go to dinner, I panicked at 4
p.m. and asked if we could go for a drink instead. I still wasn’t great at eating,
and a �rst date didn’t seem like the setting to accommodate that.

Darcy had to escort me to Brixton after work and sit with me in the pub
opposite the bar he’d suggested until it was time for the date.



“But why are you so nervous? Balding Alpha seems like a nice guy!” she said,
sitting down at the table.

“Exactly that, Darcy,” I said. “This one is nice. Plus, it’s been a long time
since I went on a date! Don’t forget that since Tom, despite me wanting them to
be nice and romantic, all of my dates have been sex appointments. What if my
chat is all rubbish, and so he hates me and just thinks I’m annoying?” I groaned,
suddenly regretting everything.

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response,” Darcy said, opening a bag of
crisps.

“No, please don’t do this! I’m not �shing, my self-esteem is legitimately so
low that I actually feel like he’s going to walk in, take one look at me, and then
walk out.”

“Queenie,” she said sternly, o�ering me a crisp.
“No. I don’t know how you can eat at a time like this.” I pushed the bag

away. “Anyway, just as importantly, in the unlikely event that he does fancy me,
I’m not going to have sex with him.”

“I think that’s wise,” Darcy said, chewing carefully. “You’ve been through a
lot, and I think that if you are going to have sex again, it should possibly be with
someone who is not an arsehole—”

“I’m not, I mean it,” I promised. “I’m trying to turn over a new leaf with this
sort of thing.”

“Okay, good.”
“One question, though. If by some �uke he is blind and so is attracted to my

personality, can I go home with hi—”
“No.” Darcy shook her head quickly, her dark hair �ashing across her face.
“But just to kiss him?” I asked.
“Do you want to go back to how you were before?”
“What do you mean?”
“Put bluntly, when you were just going along with what men did or didn’t

want from you.”
“All right, all ri—” I started.
“Queenie,” Darcy interrupted, impatient. “If you’re serious about

prolonging anything, and I absolutely hate to say this, but you should at least



wait until date two. Women should be free to have sex on date one, two, �fteen,
without being judged or cast aside, but sadly, men aren’t as evolved as women.”

“Okay. Fine. Anyway, all pointless, and yes, I’m being repetitive, but it won’t
even come to that,” I predicted.

“Let me look at the messages?” Darcy asked, reaching for my phone. “There’s
one in particular that proves that he isn’t going to see you and recoil, and also
suggests that you are the one who won’t like him. It made me cringe so much,
Queenie.”

I watched my hands tremble slightly as I slid the phone over. Darcy opened
WhatsApp and scrolled up through the dozens of messages we’d exchanged in
the last few days.

She paused, furrowing her brow as she skimmed volumes of getting-to-know-
you chat. “This.” She pushed the phone back toward me and spun it around.

I have always felt grateful that I never wanted to pigeonhole myself into having “a type,” I never felt
that way. I think any kind of woman can be attractive, but I do not find all women attractive.

For example, and I hope this comes across well, but I’ve got white mates who are honest and say
they don’t find nonwhite women attractive. They aren’t racist, I wouldn’t be friends with them if they
were, it’s just a preference for them I guess. I have a black mate who says the same about white
women. I got a mate who only likes big women. Some of them only seem to go out with petite
women. Or some tall and thin women (we’ll come to the size zero thing, I have a bit of a problem
with that) and some only like blondes. You hear this all the time from men and women; having a
type.

I just think it’s a shame to be made that way. Not their fault or even anything they can do about it.
I’m just grateful that I can see beauty in any variety.

“What’s wrong with that? I thought that it’s literally the most normal thing a
man has said to me in the last year?”

“Firstly, Queenie, he obviously likes the sound of his own voice a lot, so you’ll
have to get on board with that tonight. You don’t need to know all of that stu�!”
Darcy said. “Nobody does. You didn’t even ask what his type was, but he’s
written a small thesis on it.”

“I think it’s quite nice, it’s just him explaining that he doesn’t always like
traditionally good-looking girls, and that he can see beyond that and fancy girls
like me,” I said, trying to bat o� years of negative reinforcement and failing.



“But you are traditionally good-looking!” Darcy spluttered. “I don’t know
why you have it in your head that you aren’t! It makes me so sad that you can’t
see what I do.”

I looked down at the table and moved so that I sat on my shaking hands.
“Anyway, look, you’ve got two minutes until he gets here. You’ll be �ne. And

you can leave anytime you want to.”

I left the pub and crossed the road, shifting my weight from one foot to the
other as I waited outside.

I could see Darcy watching me through the pub window, and laughed when I
saw her giving me a thumbs-up that emerged from behind the curtain.

“What’s so funny? Come here, give us a kiss, then.” A man that I hoped was
Balding Alpha in real life descended upon me from nowhere, kissed me on both
cheeks, and slipped a hand down so that it rested on my bum. I hadn’t expected
him to be this forward; big disconnect between his messages and his actions.

I stepped back and took him in. He looked like his pictures. Slightly older,
but it was de�nitely him, even though he was wearing a �at cap to cover his bald
head.

“Hello!” I hugged him and did a thumbs-up behind his back for Darcy’s
bene�t.

“Shall we?” he said, holding open the door of the busy bar I’d been looking at
nervously for the last hour.

Balding Alpha ordered a bottle of wine and we drank it quickly, speaking
nonstop. We laughed about our families, moaned about living in London,
compared dream holidays, our hands occasionally touching and our legs
constantly pressed together under the table. He ordered another bottle, and
before I could realize how much I was drinking, we’d made our way through a
glass of it each, when he leaned over the table and said, “How about I ask them
to cork this and we walk back to mine?”

“Maybe,” I said, standing up to go to the loo. I had to hold on to a stool to
steady myself as it hit me how much I’d had to drink, and in such a short



amount of time. I made it to the bathroom and opened my bag, retrieving my
phone with unusually clumsy hands.

I called Darcy with some di�culty, looking in the mirror above the sink,
staring at myself in some weak attempt to sober up purely through focusing my
eyes on my own re�ection.

“Are you okay? Are you safe? Is he a psycho? Are you having a wobble? Do
you need me to come and get you?” Darcy asked, her voice high. “Simon, get my
coat!”

“No! But shall I go home with him, Darc? I’ve, I’ve had I think the
equivalent of, like, a bottle of wine and so, Darcyyyyy, I am feeling quite loose
and free!” I leaned on the sink to balance myself. “Fuck it. Did you see that he
snogged me when he saw me? He is so con�dent. It’s ’mazin’. And his bald head
is quite sexy.”

“No. You aren’t doing it. Think of your grandmother,” Darcy warned. “Be
careful, please, I don’t want you to jump back into a pattern that made you ill in
the �rst place. Remember why you’re going on a date and not just meeting him
at his house, because you want something long-last—”

“Darcy! He is an adult, I am an adult. Sort of. Yes! I am less of an adult than
him but he is an adult grown man and I’m a grown woman like Beyoncé sings
and he surely will respect me enough to continue things if he so wants to. Both
adults—”

I stopped talking when a man walked into the bathroom. “ ’Scuse me, sir!” I
slurred, looking around for another woman to back me up and chase this pervert
out. I only saw urinals.

“Sssssorry.” I walked out of the men’s toilets and put my phone back in my
bag, managing to walk in a straight line to the table. Balding Alpha was tapping
on his phone. He looked up as I sat back down, placing it facedown on the table.

“Ready?” He smiled, standing up and grabbing the bottle of wine. We left
the bar and crossed the road. Balding Alpha slipped his hand in mine, and I
wondered if it took me more than �ve seconds to pull my hand out of his
because I was drunk, or because the counseling had worked.

As we walked back to his house, he spoke, at length, about himself. I didn’t
mind, because I wasn’t entirely sure that anything that came out of my mouth



was going to make any sense.
“Here we are!” he said, as we got to one of those ex–council houses that have

in recent years been bought either by property developers or by young people
whose parents are happy to “help with the deposit.”

“Come in.”
A wall of heat hit me as I stumbled in. I looked around and familiarized

myself with his house; if I knew where everything was, I’d be able to keep my
anxiety at bay.

“I’m going to hang my suit up, but let me just—” He bent down and kissed
me, me having to crane my neck ninety degrees to work with his height.

He left the kitchen so swiftly that I was left standing there, pouting as though
kissing the Invisible Man. I was thirsty and thought it might be weird to look for
a cup, so I stuck my head under the tap and turned on the cold faucet.

“You could have asked for a glass,” Courtney said, walking back into the
kitchen in nothing but a pair of sweatpants.

“But you might have laced all of your glasses with drugs,” I said, wiping water
from my mouth with the back of my hand.

“What?” he said, going to the cupboard and retrieving two wineglasses. I
watched his body, openmouthed.

“Nothing.” I gulped as I took in the muscles that rippled down his back. “Do
you go to the gym a lot?”

“Jujitsu. The torso ain’t what it was ten years ago, though.” He turned to face
me and patted his six-pack.

“What was it ten years ago?” I marveled. “Are you sure you’d want to see me
naked? I don’t go to the gym at all, and the thing that I eat most is chocolate. I
mean it. Like family-size bars.”

“Don’t be silly,” Balding Alpha said, leading me into the living room “. . . you
have a beautiful face.”

“Wait here, I’m just gonna go and get a condom,” Balding Alpha said
presumptuously, as he stood up and turned to look at me. Wait—at what point
had he decided that we were going to have sex? He bent and pulled the shoulder



of my dress down, licking the skin underneath. “Tastes like chocolate,” he said as
he left the living room. Why was I surprised?

When he came back into the room, I was getting my coat on. “Where are you
going so soon?” he asked, �opping onto the sofa and pulling me down with him.

“Ah, I think I should go. I’m not feeling so good.”
“Nah, you’re �ne, sit down,” he said, stroking my thigh. That did actually

make me feel not so good.
I opened my mouth to say: “Sorry, I just feel like I shouldn’t do this. I don’t

think I have a very good relationship with sex, and I thought I was getting better,
and this is the worst idea and also what you said was racist, whether you know it
or not, so I’m going to take myself home.” But instead I said: “The chocolate
thing. Why?”

“The chocolate thing?” He laughed nastily. “I knew you were one of those.”
“One of what?”
“One of those Black Lives Matter girls.”
“Of course I am. It says it really high up on my dating pro�le.”
At least I no longer had to worry about how I was going to sober up. I was

halfway to stone-cold sober in a second.
“Don’t you think it’s just a stupid movement?” he asked me, quite seriously.

“Look, don’t get me wrong, I’m not racist or anything [always good to say it!],
but don’t you think it causes more problems than it solves?”

“Yeah, I really need to go.” I sighed, bored with the discussion before we even
got into it. “This is a bit much for a �rst date, Courtney.”

“Really? I thought you’d want to be challenged, strong black woman like
you?” he said, arrogance �ashing across his face. “We can sit and talk about
music, about �lms, about all that nonsense, but don’t you want proper
conversation, proper stimulation?”

“Well, not when it’s about this. I expected to go for a drink with a nice man
and talk about everything but this. I shouldn’t have to defend myself and my
beliefs.” I sighed again.

“Sorry, no, come on, I don’t want to upset you. Let’s talk about something
else.” He poured himself more wine as I looked at him, knowing exactly what



would come out of his mouth next. “I bet you think that you can’t be racist to
white people, too.”

Two hours. We debated, nonstop, for two hours. I kept my coat on. One
hundred and twenty minutes of me having to explain why the Oxford English
Dictionary de�nition of racism that he kept waving in my face was tired, how
racism is systemic, how reverse racism was NOT a real thing, why it wasn’t okay
to refer to his Senegalese friend Toby as “black as the ace of spades,” while he
tried to counter and manipulate all of my points and say, at the end of every
other sentence, “but don’t listen to me, I just like to provoke.”

“That’s the thing about people who love to play devil’s advocate!” I shouted.
“There’s no emotional involvement in it for you, there’s nothing at stake!”

I made my way to the front door. “It must be nice to be so detached from a
life that someone like me actually has to live.” I slammed the door behind me.
Unbelievable.

THE CORGIS
Darcy

Queenie, you’ve never put the phone down
on me before. Can you let us know you’re
okay?

Kyazike

What happened?

Darcy

She called me from the pub, I was trying
to tell her not to go home with this guy,
she said something about being like
Beyoncé, and the line went dead. She was
really drunk



Kyazike

Do you know where they were?

Darcy

A pub in Brixton, I don’t know the name, I
can meet you at the station and I can find
it by foot

Kyazike

Aight, cool, let’s wait until 11. If she hasn’t
replied by then, I’ll come meet you

Queenie

I’M FINE

Queenie

Sorry

Queenie

SORRY

Kyazike

KMT

Darcy

KMT indeed

Queenie

Sorry both. I bet you didn’t miss how much
of a liability I am! Anyway, my battery died,
I just got home. Will explain all tomorrow



Queenie

I just snuck back into my grandparents’
and I think my grandmother has just
woken up, so actually you might never
hear from me again

Queenie

You must have been REALLY annoyed to
say kiss my teeth, Darcy, sorry again

I popped into Kyazike’s bank the next day and stood in line until I was close
enough for her to look up and make eye contact with me. She left the woman
she was serving and came over to me.

“Hello, madam, I am so glad that you could come in for your appointment.”
Why was she talking to me like a robot? “If I can just lead you to the
consultation room? I’ll be with you shortly.” Kyazike whisked me into a frosted-
glass compartment in the corner of the bank and closed the door behind me.

Five minutes of me playing with the pen chained to the desk later, Kyazike
walked in carrying various folders and shut the door.

“You might be the only bank in the country with these pens attached to the
desk,” I said, yanking it. “Is the stationery that valuable?”

“Fam, did you hear how I have to switch up my voice out there? The new
manager, some prissy white woman, has told me that I need to speak ‘better.’
Doesn’t want me to ‘intimidate customers.’ Can you believe that? The only
person I’m intimidating is her, fam.” Kyazike kissed her teeth. “This shit gets on
my nerves.” She sat opposite me. “Anyway, what’s good?”

“Hanging,” I groaned. “For the �rst time in ages.”
“That’ll teach you.” Kyazike laughed. “So how was it, then? Was the beating

from your grandma worth it?”
“My date with Balding Alpha?” I winced at her volume and at the memory.

“Proper racist. He said some very questionable things last night.”
“Huh?” Kyazike furrowed her brow. “Like what?”



“At one point he asked if I agreed that young black women got pregnant just
so they could get council houses, to which I obviously asked if he’d taken
something—”

“Tell me you’re joking, fam.”
“I wish I was. He said all sorts of things that made me want to set his house

on �re!” Kyazike clenched her �st. “And do you know what, this all began when
he accused me of being a ‘Black Lives Matter girl.’ ”

“This is making me so fucking mad—do you want me to get some black boys
to run up in his house, raid the ting?” Kyazike o�ered.

“No, no!”
“ ’Cause then he’ll know that black lives matter, trust me.”
“No, that’ll give him justi�cation to keep on thinking that we’re all

aggressive. But thank you.” I patted her on the hand. “I just don’t know where it
came from. All of his texts were so tame!”

“I fucking hate chiefs like him. He knew what he was doing, you know, it’s
calculated. I’ve heard about guys like him. White guys who like to bait black
girls, use them for what they want, then humiliate them. I bet he waited until
getting you drunk and back to his house to start with his Jim Crow nonsense.
He did, innit?” I nodded, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry, fam. I know you
thought this one was a good one.”

“I did, I did,” I sighed, rubbing my temples. “But if anyone was going to get
back on the dating horse and end up in the house of a neo-Nazi, it was going to
be me.”

“Queenie. He might have been a neo-Nazi, but all men are trash, innit.”
Kyazike shrugged. “At least this might �nally stop you from dating white guys.”



chapter
TWENTY-EIGHT

AFTER TRYING AND failing to convince my grandmother that my hangover was a
mysterious illness, I’ve been on some sort of adult grounding for the last three
weeks. I’ve been allowed to go to work and come home, and do my usual million
chores at the weekend. There was a new and exciting development that hadn’t
actually bene�ted me at all, my grandparents were converts to believing that
actual mental health illnesses exist, and have thrown the term relapse at me a
million times.

Today, though, I was free, and to celebrate, I was going to go to the cinema
on my own after work.

The working day was getting easier. Not in the way of a Karate Kid wax on-
wax o�–style, improving-by-the-hour montage or anything, only that I didn’t
want to run screaming from the building now. And, if I kept this up, with the
money from my mum, I could think about renting somewhere. I could live on
my own, which will obviously come with huge adjustment hurdles, but,
crucially, those issues could be overcome.

The perks of behaving properly at my job and actually doing the work meant
that I was actually having to do more stu� because my colleagues and bosses
were seeing me as a responsible professional human. Determined to get to the 6
p.m. showing after work, I battled through and left only an hour late. The lift
doors opened for me to go down and I stepped in, and looked up.

“Queenie!” Ted looked frightened to see me. “Have a nice evening,” he said,
his voice catching in his throat. He ran his hands through his hair agitatedly.

I turned to step out, but the doors closed before I could. I kept my mouth
shut and stood as far away from him as I could, practically becoming one with



the metal walls. I could hear him breathing loudly, rapidly. I looked over quickly.
He was sweating. We got to the ground �oor and I shot out, throwing my
security pass at the barriers and crossing the foyer at the speed of light.

I escaped from the building and, when I was sure that he couldn’t see me, sat
on a bit of wall. My chest tightened, and I could feel the �rst swoops of panic. I
closed my eyes and breathed in for three seconds, then out for eleven. Panic was
coming at me in choppy waves. My legs began to shake, so I leaned onto them
with my elbows to keep them still. I squeezed my eyes closed tighter and tried to
remember my safe space. My arms started to shake so much that my elbows
slipped o� my thighs.

I sat up and opened my eyes. Why wasn’t this working? I looked ahead. Ted
was in front of me. Far away, but close enough for us to see each other. Next to
him, a woman. She was turned away from me, so all I could see was that she was
blond, and wide-set. Ted turned on his heel so that I was looking at both of their
backs. I couldn’t look away. He put his arm around the blond woman and tried
to steer her away. “Where are we going?” I heard her ask.

“We need to go this way!” he said.
“But the Tube station is this way!” she said, turning around and looking past

me. I was hardly anything of signi�cance. What was of signi�cance to me,
though, was that her stomach swelled outward and her hands caressed a very
sizable bump lovingly.

THE CORGIS
Kyazike

I’d wanna know, if I was her

Kyazike

Rather be single than married to a cheat
who was fucking about when I was
pregnant



Darcy

I feel sorry for her, but imagine how bad
Queenie would feel if the revelation sent
his wife into premature labor?

Kyazike

Can you at least get him fired?

Queenie

But that would mean throwing myself
under the bus with him

“Queenie.” My chair was turned around and I came eye-to-eye with Gina.
“Eyes on the computer, not the phone,” she said, spinning my chair back around
so that I was facing my screen. “Don’t let me down. Please.”

“Sorry, Gina, no, I’m not. I wouldn’t,” I whispered after her.
I did actual work for the rest of the day with only one very small break to set

up a �at viewing, asking for one of the women estate agents to show me around
this time and arranging to bring Kyazike with me. Is this what growing into an
adult woman is—having to predict and accordingly arrange for the avoidance of
sexual harassment?

I started to pack my bag at �ve, ready to meet Kyazike before the viewing as
soon as it hit �ve-thirty. By now I was well versed in estate agents showing you
the place with ten other people waiting to go in after you, and I was determined
to get there �rst.

On my way back from the loo pre-leaving, I saw Ted lurking by the kitchen
and sped up to get to my desk. By 5:31, I was in the lift. I walked out of the
building and smack-bang into him, his eyes red-rimmed and his usually pristine
every-strand-has-a-place hair a mess. He took a sharp drag of his cigarette and
pulled it from his mouth. “Please, let me speak to you,” he said, his voice
wavering. He snatched at my arm with a free hand.

“Fuck o�,” I growled, trying to pull my arm out of his grip. He was stronger
than he looked.



“Let me talk to you. I need to explain, please. I need to do this.”
“Exactly! You need to do this for you, it’s not about me,” I said, panic rising

again. “It’s always about you. I’ve only ever been a need for you to ful�ll, I
realize that now. Please leave me alone. If you don’t let go of me, I’ll scream.”

“Sorry.” He let go of my arm. “Don’t you see, this is what you do to me!”
“No, it’s not me doing anything. It’s you, you get �xated on things and

you’re consumed by the latest source of excitement until you get what you want
from it, Ted.” I was so frustrated that I could have burst into tears on the spot.
“Fuck o�!”

“I need you to forgive me,” he pushed.
“What, why?” I shouted. I didn’t care who was looking.
“Can we go to our place, to the park?” he said.
“No, Ted, we can’t. If there’s something you need to say, please say it here and

now, and then I’m going. I mean it.” I started my calming breathing.
“Fine,” he said, dropping his voice. “I’ve had two major breakups in my life,

Queenie. And after each of them, I . . .” He paused for dramatic e�ect. “I tried to
take my own life. Nobody knows this. Just my family, obviously, because they
had to pick up the pieces, and . . . my wife.” He paused again. “I just—I couldn’t
deal with the thought of being alone. So when my wife came along, well, before
she was my wife, I knew that because she was older and wanted children soon,
she wouldn’t leave me. So we got married. And everything since has all been so
quick, and I should have thought about it, I know, but I didn’t, because I was
just so relieved not to have to be alone anymore, but then I met you, and you
turned my life upside down.” Another pause. “You said it yourself. You’re
young, and you’re so appealing, with your beautiful big lips, that skin, and those
curves.” He stopped talking to light another cigarette. “Do you have anything to
say?” he asked after taking an aggressive drag. “Don’t you care about what I’ve
just told you?”

“I don’t!” I said, though internally, obviously I did care about the suicide part.
If it was true. Who knew anymore?

“I guess I deserve that,” Ted said, running his hands through his hair, his
trademark move. “I should have told you about the bab—”



“For the hundredth time, you should have just left me alone!” I screamed. I
was sure everyone in the square was looking over. “I hate you!” I screamed again.
“You trying to kill yourself has nothing to do with me, everyone has problems,
Ted, and it doesn’t excuse what you’ve done. Leave me alone!” I was shaking.

“You’re a prick.” Kyazike ran into my eye line and swung her Longchamp
handbag into Ted’s face. When did she get here?

“Get the fuck away from her now,” she barked, swinging the bag again and
catching him on the shoulder. He put his hands up to protect himself, his
cigarette still lit.

“Guys like you make me fucking sick. You’re married, bruv, you’ve got a baby
on the way, go home to your fucking wife. From when I was walking over, I
could hear Queenie telling you to back o�.” Kyazike stood �rm and pulled her
arm back, ready to strike again. “What’s wrong with you, bro?”

A guy who looked like Ted came running over to protect his fellow man. “Are
you all right, mate? Do you need me to call the police?” he asked, making sure he
kept well clear of a handbagging.

“Nah, bruv, the only police I’m calling is on this dickhead here. He’s
harassing my friend,” Kyazike shouted. “From over there I could hear her asking
to be left alone, and nobody wanted to help, but you want to come running
when the man is being troubled? You’ve got it all wrong.”

“Okay, �ne, sorry.” The man backed away, his hands in the air. “As you were.”
“You heard what I said.” Kyazike turned her attention back to Ted. “You

wanna come round the corner, bruv?” she asked, staring dead into his eyes until
he looked at the ground. “Didn’t think so. If you come near her again, I will
done you, I swear. No e-mails, no chats, no waiting outside the building, no
looking at her, no nothing.” Kyazike smoothed her shirt down and pulled me
away.

The next day, a letter appeared in my pigeonhole.

Dear Queenie,
I just wanted to say thank you for letting me speak to you.



I understand how hard this has all been and I know it is all my fault.
For what it’s worth, I wish I’d done that much sooner.
You’re such a sweet and sensitive person and I should have seen that

beneath the steel.
Yesterday I told you things I never thought I’d tell you. I know they don’t

make up for anything, but I hope they at least made you understand me
better.

Nothing can ever make up for what’s happened, or the things I’ve done.
But I hope you know I want to be a better person.

I also want you to be happy and know that I have been an impediment to
that.

Above all, I’m sorry.
And, yes, I hope you can find it in your heart not to tell my wife about

us. I know I have no right to demand that, but I do at least believe that no
good can come of it for anyone.

I wish you nothing but happiness and love and decent people in your life.
I hope that, if things don’t work out with my marriage, you might welcome
me back into your life.

Love, Ted
Xxx
P.S. Your friend has some swing on her.

Before I left work, I put his letter on Gina’s desk. I didn’t care what happened
to me. There was no way I could carry on with this if I wanted to get better.

On Friday, 7th June, Row, Gina <Gina.Row@dailyread.co.uk> wrote at
11:34:

I’m guessing this is a little late, but thanks for the letter all the same. I should have listened to you.
He’ll be gone by Monday.



chapter
TWENTY-NINE

“I’VE GOT A task for you,” Gina said, standing over my desk. “We need a piece
written for the gigs page, and Josey is o�. Can you step in?”

“Er, what do I need to do?” I asked, the weight of responsibility crashing over
me like a wave.

“There’s this hot young thing everyone’s talking about, a singer called, I don’t
know how to pronounce it, big hair, started her own record label, high-pitched
voice.”

“I . . . think I know who you mean?” I said. “I’ve seen her play before, if she’s
who you mean.”

“Good. She’s playing at Heaven, and we need someone to do a write-up.
You’re urban, aren’t you, you probably know about this sort of thing.”

“Am I that urban, Gina?” I asked her.
“Anyway, gig is tomorrow, PR gave us two tickets, �ve hundred words from

you, please. You won’t get paid more, but good for the CV. File by Tuesday.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been described as urban before,” I said to Kyazike,
looking around the club.

“Fam, you’re not urban,” Kyazike shouted over the noise of the crowd who
were talking over the opening act, a young black guy with a high-top on the stage
with a looping machine. “I think that guy thinks he’s urban with that hairstyle,
though.” She laughed, her whitened teeth lit blue by the club lights. “Hold this,
I wanna go wee before she starts.”



Kyazike handed me her glass and walked o� in search of the loo. “Please don’t
leave me, I’m still not okay with crowds,” I whined in the direction of her back
as she pushed through.

I took some deep breaths and looked at my shaking hands.
“Careful!” I yelped as a blond boy wearing what he probably typed “African

print dashiki shirt” into eBay for fell into me and spilled Kyazike’s drink down
my arm. He stood up straight and sni�ed, handing a little bag of powder to his
friend.

“Do you mind?” I shouted, staring at the boy and his friend, a short brunette
with a piercing that went through her bottom lip.

“What? We’re not doing anything,” she snapped, staring at me and putting
the bag in her pocket. I turned back to the stage. Seconds later, the boy fell on
me again, this time staying where he landed.

“Fine,” I hu�ed, squeezing through sweaty bodies until I got to an open
space. I looked around for Kyazike as panic began to rise up from my feet.

I found some room to breathe at the bar and leaned against it, steadying
myself.

“Have I met you before?” a good-looking, sandy-haired man beside me
leaned over and shouted into my ear.

“I don’t know, have you?” I asked him, leaning away.
“Who knows?” He smiled. “Maybe you’ve just got a familiar face.”
“Maybe!” I said, turning back to the stage.
“Is this your �rst time seeing NAO play?” The man leaned into me again.
“No, and I’ve actually got to review her, so I’m going to pay attention, if you

don’t mind,” I said, not wanting to be rude but mainly not wanting to talk to
anyone but Kyazike, who was still not back from the toilet.

“It’s just the opening act, you’ve got time until she comes on,” he
mansplained. “Can I get you a drink? Yours looks like it’s almost done.”

“No thanks, I’m not drinking,” I said, stern. “This is my friend’s.”
“I usually drum for her.” The man leaned against the bar, pleased with

himself.
“That’s nice,” I said, my eyes still on the stage.



“Can I get you a soft drink, at least?” he asked as I looked around for Kyazike
again.

“There you are! The toilets are full of druggies, fam, I watched about ten pairs
of girls go into the cubicles giggling and come out sni�ng when I was standing
there needing a piss.” Kyazike looked at the man. “Who’s your friend, Queenie?”

“Sid,” he said. “I was just asking your friend here if she wanted a drink, but
she seems to be too into this guy.” He gestured to the stage.

“Fam, let him get you a drink, he’s buff,” Kyazike said into my ear. “Bit older
too. Nice.”

“You have him, then,” I said, handing her drink back.
“If I liked white guys, I’d be all over him,” she said, winking at him. He

smiled back fearfully.
“We should get closer to the stage, come on. Nice to meet you!” I pulled

Kyazike by the arm. “You shouldn’t encourage me, you know I’m trying to be
better at this stu�, Kyazike,” I said when we found somewhere to stand that
allowed me to see the stage.

“I wasn’t telling you to sleep with the guy, Queenie,” Kyazike shouted behind
me. “Nothing wrong with a little �irt. Besides, no wedding ring.”

“Too soon,” I said. “Besides, rings can always be taken o�.  .  .  . Look, she’s
coming on!”

“It was so good, Darcy, she was amazing!” I chattered excitedly. “She had this
trans�xing neon light show in the middle of the stage that pulsed with the bass,
and the band was amazing, and the songs—”

“So you had fun, then? That’s good!” Darcy said encouragingly.
“Yes. I did. For the �rst time in a million years. And no men, if you can

believe it. In fact, you’ll be so proud of me. This guy, this drummer—and
drummers are obviously the best band members. You know. Because of the
arms  .  .  . and the rhythm—well, he asked to buy me a drink, but I very �rmly
said no.”

“Oh, well done.”



“Thanks. He was one of those mainstream millennials, which wasn’t so
appealing, but I wouldn’t have let him buy me a drink even if he wasn’t. He
didn’t try to bang me on sight, though, so that’s something, I guess.”

“What’s a mainstream millennial?” Darcy asked.
“Have I made this term up?” I questioned myself. “I’m sure I’ve seen it on the

Internet. You know, those men: bike riding, knitted sweater? Pretends Facebook
isn’t important to him, but it really is?” I was met with a blank stare, so carried
on. “Craft beer, start-ups, sense of entitlement? Reads books by Alain de
Botton, needs a girlfriend who doesn’t threaten his mediocrity?”

“Oh, right,” Darcy said, not as mediocre-man-hating as me. “Anyway, well
done, you! One of these days we’ll have a whole week of conversation where we
can pass the Bechdel test!”

“Wouldn’t go that far. Right, as much as I love tea and talking, I need to go
and write this gig up for Gina.”

Four weeks, three thousand fucking pounds to useless estate agents, and one
phone call to Eardley later, I was packing to move into a very, very tiny studio �at
that I would have trouble swinging a kitten in, if I were so inclined. My
grandparents had sat me down to talk about how renting was for fools and that I
should use the money from my mum as a deposit for a house, but they were
forced to open their eyes to the fact that times had very much changed when I
went on Rightmove and showed them what a deposit of ten times that couldn’t
even get me. I had to sit with the “in our day you could buy a house in Brixton
for three pounds” thing for the next hour, but at least I’d won the �rst round.

Despite his bad hips, my granddad was practically jumping for joy at the
prospect of having all of my grandmother’s attention back, while she was
pretending to be totally unbothered by my leaving.

The doorbell rang, and I heard Diana’s voice �ll the house. “This is going to
be long, I swear,” Diana said loudly enough for me to hear.

“Diana. Come on, your cousin needs help,” was Maggie’s equally loud
pantomime-like response. “My back is too bad to do much, though, so I’ll just
be sat here.”



I walked into the kitchen to get another box. “Hello, both.” I smiled.
“Today’s the big day!” Maggie beamed. “We’re very proud of you, you know.

You’ve come a long way. Aren’t we proud, Diana?”
“Yeah,” Diana said, opening the fridge.
“I don’t think she’s ready to live alone,” my grandmother said, moving Diana

out of the way and taking a raw chicken out of the fridge.
“Mum, she’s not moving far away,” Maggie defended me. “But who knows

what could happen? She might have one of her attacks, and fall and hit her
head,” she added, changing her tune.

“Everybaddy always so cautious.” My granddad shu�ed into the kitchen.
“You can’t see how sturdy Queenie is?” He grabbed my shoulders and shook me
to make his point. “She’ll be �ne. And even if she’s not, she’s not coming back
here.”

“You too dyam wicked,” my grandmother shouted at him.
“Me jus ah joke!” My granddad laughed loudly. “Queenie, start by getting the

stu� out of my shed,” he said, and stopped laughing instantly.
My grandmother removed the chicken from its plastic packaging and threw it

into the sink. She turned the tap on as Diana watched, horri�ed. “Grandma,
they’re saying on the news that you shouldn’t wash chicken before you cook it!
Bacteria can splash around the sink,” she squealed.

“Has my food or my food preparation killed you before now?” My
grandmother kissed her teeth. “No. Go and �nd suttin’ to do.” She put on a pair
of rubber gloves, tackling the chicken and listing to Maggie further reasons why
living alone was going to kill me. I left the kitchen when Maggie o�ered to come
round and bless my new �at with holy water.

I walked through the garden to the shed and stepped in, bending my head to
avoid collecting all of the cobwebs from the ceiling with my hair. I was stacking
boxes by the rickety wooden door when I heard my granddad coming up the
path. “That cane is a dead giveaway, you can’t sneak up on anyone,” I said,
wiping sweat from my forehead. “Come to make sure I get everything out?”

“I know we never really talk,” my granddad said quietly, leaning against the
shed stairwell.

“I don’t take it personally, you don’t talk to anyone,” I cut in.



“Queenie, just listen, nuh?” my granddad said, knocking his cane on the
�oor.

“Sorry, Gandalf.”
“Who?”
“Nobody,” I said.
“As I was saying,” my granddad began, “I know we never really talk. But, as

you say, that’s just my way.” He paused to readjust his position on the door,
wincing. “But because I don’t talk nah mean I don’t feel. When you came to stay
those months ago, I felt bad.” He sighed. “I felt so bad that you were going to
end up like your mother. I could see it in you, in your eyes.” He stopped. “I
could see the fear, and the resignation. I thought you’d given up. And I felt like I
did, in my chest, when she turned up here after Roy hit her so hard she almost
didn’t get up.” He paused again. “But you didn’t let it take you.” He paused and
lifted his glasses to wipe his wet eyes. “You’re full of �ght, Queenie. Full of
�ght.” He turned away and ambled back down the garden path, leaving me
standing there unable to process anything he’d said.

Diana bounded up past him to join me. She watched me blow the light layer
of dust o� boxes of belongings that hadn’t seen the light of day for months.

“We are proud of you, you know,” Diana said awkwardly. “My mum wasn’t
just saying that.”

“Are you joking?” I asked.
“No. What’s funny?” Diana said, lifting one box and being pulled back down

by its weight. “You weren’t well, but you got better, and you went back to work
and now you’re moving into your own place. That’s good. That’s progress,” she
said wisely.

“I wouldn’t say I’m better,” I told her, wiping sweat from my forehead with
the back of my hand. “Be careful. You don’t need to lift the heavy ones.”

“Jeez, take the compliment,” Diana said, scraping a cobweb from her hand
onto the wall of the shed.

“Let me tell you something,” I said to my cousin. “You’re going to go
through a lot in your life. Us black women, we don’t have it easy. The family,
they come with their own stu�—”

“You don’t have to tell me about that,” Diana cut in.



“And school, university, work, it’s all going to come with its stu�. You’ll meet
people who ‘don’t see race’ and are ‘color-blind,’ but that’s a lie. They do see it,”
I explained. I knew how my cousin’s attention span waned when being taught
anything, so I tried not to sound like I was lecturing her. “And people should see
it. We’re di�erent, and they need to accept our di�erence,” I continued, and
Diana nodded along. I kept going while I had her. “We aren’t here for an easy
ride. People are going to try to put you in a mold, they’re going to tell you who
you should be and how you should act. You’re going to have to work hard to
carve out your own identity, but you can do it. I’m not going to tell you about
the men until you’re older, but that’s a discussion we’re going to have to have,” I
told Diana. “Or women. Whoever, whatever, it’s your choice.”

“You think with Grandma I’d have a choice?” Diana pursed her lips at me.
“Anyway,” I said, “I’m here with you. Remember that.”
“I know, cuz.” Diana smiled. “I hope I can grow up to be as strong as you

are.”
I clambered over boxes and hugged Diana.
“Queenie,” she said.
“Yes, Diana?”
“Can I come and stay with you when Mum gets on my nerves and I need

somewhere to just kick back and relax?”
“No.”



chapter
THIRTY

“WE ARE GATHERED here today—” Kyazike began, standing to address those of
us seated around the large circular table.

“It’s not a wedding!” Diana shouted, cutting her o�.
“Hello? I know that, little Miss Attitude,” Kyazike said, raising an eyebrow. I

looked around the quiet Italian restaurant to see who else’s dinner my family was
disrupting.

“As I was saying, we are gathered here to celebrate the well health and
recovery of your girl and mine, our warrior, our badboy, Queenie Jenkins,”
Kyazike said, surveying everyone around the table to make sure they were paying
attention. “This year has been a madness, but she’s pulled through it. Even if I
had to swing for man.”

“Hear, hear!” Darcy shouted, putting her arm around me.
“Swing for which man?” Diana asked Kyazike. Everyone turned to look at

me.
“You’ll �nd out when you’re old enough,” Kyazike told her.
“Er, I’m her cousin and I’m sixteen now, you can tell me.” Diana looked at

me.
“It’s nobody. Nothing,” I said, glaring at Kyazike.
“And if she can get through this year, she can get through anything,” Kyazike

continued. What else was she going to say? I looked around again as my face got
hot.

“Dassit. I’m done. Let’s eat,” Kyazike said, sitting back down.
“I’d like to say something,” Darcy said, standing. She patted her �oral dress

down and opened her mouth to speak.



“Please,” I said, covering my face with my hands.
“Now, I haven’t known Queenie for as long as you guys, but when I met her,

I knew that she was grea—”
I yanked Darcy back down into her seat. “That’s enough, thanks.”
“Well, I wanna say something,” Diana said, standing on her seat.
“Diana. Get. O�. The. Chair,” my grandmother and Maggie said, staccato

and in unison.
“I think that Queenie is very brave and I’m very proud that she’s my cousin,”

she said quickly, stepping down.
“Yes, we’re all proud of you, Queenie,” Maggie said. “In fact, before we say

grace, I’d like to say a few words, in Jesus’ name—”
“No grace today, Maggie, your father needs to eat,” my grandmother cut in.
“Thanks everyone, that’s enough,” I said, taking a sip of water. The lump in

my throat was rising.
“She’s my daughter,” my mum said, looking at Maggie pointedly. “So I’m

going to say something.” Everyone turned to look at my mum.
“Go ahead, Sylvie,” said my granddad, trying to hang his cane on the back of

the chair.
“Next year is going to be better,” my mum said, picking up her wineglass.

“To Queenie.”
“To Queenie,” the table said.
“Everything okay?” Darcy asked quietly, knowing how little I liked being the

focus of attention.
“Yes, all �ne.” I looked down at my pizza and began to cut into it slowly.

Trust my appetite to start waning at the dinner to benchmark my getting better.
“Oh, hello you!” I heard my mum squeak, my eyes still �xed on a piece of

mushroom that looked particularly challenging. “Don’t you look well,
Cassandra? You’ve really blossomed since I last saw you.”

I looked up and saw Cassandra standing behind Diana’s chair, biting her lip
aggressively. She �ipped her hair over her shoulder and smiled as our eyes met.

“Why are you here?” I asked, turning to look at Darcy, who shrugged and
smiled at me as if to say “Sorry for majorly fucking up but I thought it would be
okay, though now I realize that I was totally wrong about that.”



“Have you come for your money?” I asked drily. “I can’t pay you back yet,
but I will.”

“No, no, don’t worry about that.”
“Okay,” I said, with no choice but to accept her presence. “I’ll tell the waiter

that we need another chair and menu.”
I stood up to �nd someone, and Kyazike stood up too. “Want me to handle

it?” she asked. I shook my head and walked away from the table. Cassandra
followed me, and we stood by the waiters’ station, both staring ahead.

“Go on, then.” Cassandra broke the silence. “Have a go at me, tell me I told
you so.” I looked at her and caught the tail end of her rolling her eyes.

“Why would I do that?” I asked her. “I’ve never done that.”
“Because I went running o� to the middle of nowhere with a guy who started

sleeping with a new colleague after two weeks of us being there.”
“I didn’t know that,” I said, completely unsurprised. “And even if I did, I

wouldn’t say I told you so.”
“I thought Darcy would have told you. I messaged her a few weeks ago and

asked if you hated me.”
“Nope. I had a lot going on, Cassandra. Too much to waste time hating you.

Though I’m guessing you knew that?” I asked her. “Things were falling apart
before you left.”

“Darcy �lled me in. But I didn’t want to text you, I thought it might be too, I
don’t know, whimsical.” Cassandra shrugged. “When I caught Guy cheating,
which he did in our bed, by the way, I packed my stu� up, but he did his usual
‘transitional weakness’ spiel and I forgave him, again. But when he did it again I
left him.”

I looked around to see if a waiter was coming. I’d have to build a chair for her,
at this rate.

“Cassandra”—I turned to her—“you haven’t even said sorry.”
“Well, I am sorry, obviously.” She rolled her eyes again and �ipped her hair

over her shoulder.
“It’s not in any way obvious.” For the �rst time, I was actually standing up to

her and not feeling terri�ed.
“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “Okay?”



“Cool.” I put my arm around her sti�y. I was a stronger person now, and one
who wasn’t going to be petty even if it killed me. “Let’s put it all behind us, and
move on.”

“That’s very adult of you!” she exclaimed. “Did you have a lobotomy?”
“Well, I’m trying to be better at letting things go. What is it you said to me?” I

snorted. “ ‘Some of us don’t let the past dictate the way we live our adult lives’?” I
mimicked her voice so perfectly that she looked shocked.

A waiter �nally made himself known, and I asked him to seat Cassandra. It
would be one of Maggie’s blessings if I was able to eat anything at this meal. We
sat down and tried our best to hold independent conversations despite being
distracted by Maggie lecturing our table (and all surrounding tables) on how
Brexit would fuck us all over but how, ultimately, faith in Jesus would save us,
with my granddad being uncharacteristically vocal in his support.

“This sparkling drink is nice,” my grandmother said to the table. “What do
you think, Wilfred?” she asked, trying to get him o� Maggie’s line of �re before
he had a heart attack.

“Very nice,” my granddad said, �nishing what was in his glass and pouring
some more. “I’ve had three now.”

“You know that’s alcohol?” I said to my grandmother across the table.
“No it’s not, it’s a sparkling soft drink.” She picked up the bottle and passed

it to me. “Look.”
“No, it’s literally alcohol. Look here,” I said, tapping the sticker on the bottle.

“It says �ve-point-�ve percent.”
“Jesus Christ,” my grandmother said, terror in her voice. “Get that wine away

from Granddad,” she told Diana, who immediately started to prise the glass
from his hand.

“Maggie, we’ve poisoned ourselves! Get us some water,” my grandmother
shrieked. “Sylvie, you call the ambulance.”

“Nobody is calling an ambulance,” I said, standing up.
“You’re right, a cab to the hospital will be quicker,” my grandmother said,

snatching the bottle of water from Maggie and pouring a glass for my granddad.
“What’s that thing you use? H’uba? The H’uba, call the H’uba!”

“Just drink water, you’ll be �ne!” I said. “I’m not getting you an Uber!”



“We’re on so much medication, Queenie, we don’t know how the alcohol
will mix with it,” my grandmother barked at me. Panic had taken over. This was
obviously where I got it from. “Is anyone in here a doctor?” she shouted across
the restaurant.

“Cassandra, your boyfriend’s a doctor, innit, shall we call him?” Kyazike
grinned. Cassandra pretended not to hear her.

“I need to go,” I said to Darcy.
“To go where?” she asked. “They’ll honestly be �ne if they stop �app—”
“I’ll be back in a sec.” I walked to the loo and turned back to see if anyone

had seen me leave. Kyazike was pouring glasses of water for my grandmother
while my granddad drank from his glass with one hand and �apped himself with
his �at cap with the other; my grandmother was rooting around in her handbag
and handing Cassandra various boxes of pills and asking her to read what
happens when each tablet was mixed with alcohol; my mum was trying to
explain what was happening to the restaurant manager while Diana �lmed it all
on her phone and Maggie told her o� for not taking it seriously.

I pushed the bathroom door open with my foot and stepped inside, taking
deep breaths as I stood in front of the sink and looked in the murky mirror. It
was quiet in here. The only noise I could hear was the steady drip of a tap. My
grandparents would be �ne, that wasn’t the issue. Despite everything, I wanted
to call Tom, to tell him that my life was back on track, that I was celebrating
being mostly better in more ways than I knew I could be. I took my phone out of
my pocket and scrolled through my phone book. I found Tom’s contact page
and stared at it. My �nger hovered over the call button.

“Are you ill?” Darcy walked into the loo.
“No. Not physically, anyway.” I put my phone into my pocket. “What’s going

on out there now?” I asked tentatively.
“They’ve calmed down. Turns out the manager used to be a doctor, and as

soon as he told your grandparents the alcohol was too weak to make a di�erence
to their medication, they went back to normal. It was weird. Like someone
turned their hysteria switches o�.”

“They’re Jamaican, Darcy. Doctors are the only people they trust. If he’d told
them the alcohol was going to kill them, they’d have jumped in a cab to the



cemetery.”
“What’s wrong?” Darcy said, squeezing next to me and putting an arm

around my shoulders. I rested my cheek on her hand.
“When all of that commotion was happening, I saw everyone in the

restaurant looking at us, and it made my head feel funny, and when my head felt
funny, my stomach dropped, and I felt a bit like I did before. And I know it
sounds stupid, but I just wanted Tom to make it right. After everything he—”

“Yes, Queenie, that sounds incredibly stupid,” Darcy said, cutting me o�.
“After everything that’s happened this year, that is honestly the maddest thing I
have ever heard. Take a few deep breaths, have a think about why it’s the maddest
thing I’ve ever heard, and when you’ve �nished, come back out to the restaurant.
We, all of the people who love you, who have been there for you, will be behind
that door.”

“Firm words. Are you channeling Cassandra?” I asked her as she left the
bathroom.

“I’m not a therapist.” Cassandra turned back to look at me. “Nor do I need
to train to be one to tell you that you love what Tom represented more than you
love him. We both know that he’s incredibly basic.”

“Okay,” I said aloud to myself, after I’d checked that there wasn’t anyone in
either of the toilet stalls. “Even though things aren’t tiptop, they are de�nitely
better, and here’s why.” I stared at my re�ection.

“One. In a shock twist, Gina told you that after your ‘surprisingly great’ gig
review, the Daily Read is going to give you a regular music writing slot. Scary,
yes, and not quite as political as you wanted, but you can get there. So you’re
doing great things at work, even though you were almost �red for sexual assault
earlier in the year. Talk about a comeback! Two. Ted’s been �red for misconduct
and lying by omission and you never have to see him again. Three. You’ve
deleted those bleak-as-fuck dating apps that only really served to make you forget
that beneath the big boobs and bum you are a human person who is easily
damaged. Plus, now you don’t want to look at men, never mind have sex with
them.” I tensed up as the men of the last year �ashed before my eyes. Mouths



and hands biting and pulling and smacking and scratching and— I took some
deep breaths to stop myself from getting all het up again. Darcy might be right,
but I still missed Tom. I missed him a lot. Maybe if I apologized to him again,
with a bit more space between us, maybe he’d soften? I should have been able to
tell him what I was going through. I won’t make that mistake again, I promised
myself, if someone—nonmarried (times two), not sexually aggressive or with a
girlfriend, not manipulative or a secret neo-Nazi—ever wanted to be with me. I
took some more deep breaths. I was feeling better. “Four. As for the anxiety, and
the head feeling weird and then the stomach following, even if you do go back to
how things were, you made it out before, you’ll make it out again. You have tools
to cope this time, and even though deep breathing and safe spaces don’t sound
like they’ll help, they do. Five, the night terrors have eased o�. Maybe not
forever, but at least you haven’t punched your grandmother in the night or
fallen out of bed for a signi�cant amount of time. Six, when you go back into
that restaurant, look. Look at all of those people who love you. You are worthy of
love, and they prove that. They’ll always be there for you, like they have been
when you needed it most.” I paused. “Possibly not Cassandra, she is de�nitely a
variable. And .  .  . seven. As for Tom,” I said, pulling my phone back out, “you
know what you need to do.” I unlocked it and looked at Tom’s contact page
again. Something shifted. His picture was the one I’d taken on our one-year
anniversary, on Clapham Common where we �rst met, just after he promised
that whatever happened between us, he’d never abandon me. “Time to move
on.” I accepted.

Delete.

I walked back into the restaurant, and with the heat that hit me, a di�erent type
of warmth �lled my chest. I sat down at the table and looked around at my
family: Kyazike was showing Diana a video on her phone that taught her how to
blend her makeup. My grandmother was very loudly listing to Dr. Manager all
of the medication she was on while my granddad eyed up the sparkling drink,



ready to risk it all again. Maggie was talking loudly, obviously, and slicing up her
pizza, putting bits on my mum’s plate for her to taste. Cassandra and Darcy were
locked in an intense conversation that I had no plans to get involved in;
Cassandra was clearly being made to feel very bad. I looked over at my mum as
she picked up a slice of pizza with her hands and bit o� a huge mouthful. She
threw her head back, laughing so hard at something Maggie said to her that she
put the pizza down and slapped her thighs with both hands. I stood up to pour
myself a glass of water, and we looked at each other as she turned in my
direction. She smiled at me, and I smiled back. “My queen,” she mouthed, lifting
her glass.
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A Gallery Books Readers Group Guide Queenie Candice Carty-Williams This
reading group guide for Queenie includes an introduction, discussion questions,
and ideas for enhancing your book club. The suggested questions are intended to

help your reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for your
discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase your

enjoyment of the book.
  

Introduction
  

Queenie Jenkins is a twenty-�ve-year-old Jamaican British woman living in
London, straddling two cultures and not feeing entirely comfortable in either.
She’s worked hard to obtain a job at a national newspaper, but once there, she
�nds she’s constantly comparing herself to her white, middle-class peers and
coming up wanting. Plus, there’s the break-up with her long-term boyfriend.

Unmoored, Queenie seeks comfort in all the wrong places, making many
questionable decisions.

  
As Queenie careens from one poor choice to another, she �nds herself

wondering, “What are you doing? Why are you doing it? Who do you want to
be?”—all of the questions today’s woman must face in a world trying to answer

them for her.
  

With “fresh and honest” (Jojo Moyes) prose, Queenie is a remarkably relatable
exploration of what it means to be a modern woman searching for meaning in

today’s world.
  

Topics & Questions for Discussion
  

1. What were your �rst impressions of Queenie? Did you like her? Were you
surprised to hear the story behind Queenie’s name? How does hearing the story

from Sylvie a�ect Queenie? Do you think that Sylvie chose a �tting name for
Queenie? Explain your answer.



 
2. Queenie tells Tom, “Well, your family; it’s what a family should be.” (p. 293)

Discuss her statement. What is it about Tom’s family that Queenie �nds so
appealing? Compare her family to Tom’s. Did you �nd Queenie’s family to be

supportive? Why or why not?
  

3. Describe the structure of Queenie. What’s the e�ect of the shifting time
frame? How do the �ashbacks help you better understand Queenie and her

relationship with Tom? Do the texts and emails that are included also help you
better understand what Queenie is thinking? If so, how?

  
4. When Cassandra says that Kyazike’s name is “like Jessica without the ‘ic’ in

the middle,” Kyazike corrects her, saying, “No. Like my own name. Not some . .
. Western name. Chess. Keh.” (p. 170) Explain her reaction. Why is it important
for Kyazike to correct Cassandra’s assertion? Why does hearing Kyazike’s name

impress Queenie when they �rst meet?
  

5. After Queenie pitches an article designed to shine a light on the Black Lives
Matter movement, one of her colleagues responds by saying, “All that Black

Lives Matter nonsense . . . All lives matter.” (p. 376) Discuss Queenie’s reaction
to this assertion. What’s her counterargument? Why is it so important for her to

cover the movement?
  

6. Gina tells Queenie, “Whenever I’ve had a huge upheaval, my mother has
always said, ‘Keep one foot on the ground when two are in the air.’” (p. 224)

Why does she o�er Queenie this advice? Were you surprised by the kindness that
she shows Queenie? Do you think Gina is a good boss? Would you want to work

for her? Why or why not?
  

7. After a conversation with Darcy, Queenie thinks, “I wished that well-meaning
white liberals would think before they said things that they thought were
perfectly innocent.” (p. 178) What does Darcy say that leads to Queenie’s

reaction? Think about the comment. Why is it so charged? How does Darcy’s



comment highlight the di�erences between Queenie’s and Darcy’s experiences?
  

8. What did you think of Guy? Why does Queenie spend time with him? How
does she describe their interactions to her friends? Contrast the reality of their
interactions to what Queenie tells her friends. Why do you think that Queenie

romanticizes the details?
  

9. According to Queenie, Darcy, Cassandra, and Kyazike “all represented a
di�erent part of my life, had all come to me at di�erent times; why they’d all
stuck with me I was constantly trying to work out.” (p. 174) What part of

Queenie’s life does each woman represent? Describe their friendships. What
does each woman bring to Queenie’s life? Do you think that they’re good

friends to her? Why or why not?
  

10. Queenie’s grandmother tells her, “If you are sad, you have to try not to be,”
causing Queenie to muse that “all of my grandmother’s responses come with a

Caribbean frame of reference that forces me to accept that my problems are
trivial.” (p. 46) How does Queenie’s grandmother deal with problems? How
does she react when Queenie broaches the subject of getting counseling, and

why?
  

11. Janet asks Queenie “what do you see, when you look in the mirror, when you
think about yourself as a person?” (p. 510) Why is this such a di�cult question

for Queenie to answer? How would you describe her? If someone posed this
question to you, how would you answer it?

  
12. What did you think of Queenie’s lists? Are they e�ective in helping her

navigate stressful situations? What’s the e�ect of including them in the novel?
How do the lists help propel the story forward? Did you learn anything

interesting about Queenie from her list of New Year’s Resolutions? If so, why?
  

13. Sylvie feels that she “let [Queenie] down, I should have been better to her,
that way she might have been better herself.” (p. 315) Why did Sylvie leave?



How did her departure a�ect Queenie? Describe their relationship. How does it
evolve throughout the novel?

  
Enhance Your Book Club 

  
1. When Queenie is searching for a new �at, one of her considerations is �tting
“the books that I’m determined to carry throughout life with me.” (p. 57) Have

you read any books that you feel compelled to keep with you as you moved
house? Tell your book club about them. After hearing about all the books that

the members of your book club love, choose one for your next discussion.
  

2. In talking about her family, Queenie says, “‘Food is love’ is my family’s
uno�cial motto.” (p. 439) If your family had an o�cial motto, what would it

be? Share it with your book club, explaining its origins.
  

3. At Christmastime, Queenie watches Love, Actually, “a �lm that usually makes
me roar with laughter through sheer disbelief.” (p. 309) Watch Love, Actually

with your book club. What did you think of it? Are there any particular scenes in
the �lm that you think Queenie would �nd unbelievable? Which are they and

why?
  

4. Tom gives Queenie a headscarf as a gift during their �rst Christmas together.
Why is this gift so special to Queenie? Have you gotten any gifts like that? Tell

your book club about them, and explain why the gift was so meaningful to you.
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