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There are precisely two types of immigrant: those who manage to avoid detection by the most hostile forces in their society, and those who do not. This is the story of my attempt to be the former.
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PART ONE

MOSTLY PEACEFUL



		
			JUST LIKE BEING AT SCHOOL AGAIN


One day I receive an email from an old friend, asking if I am coming to the school reunion. A few days later I receive another. The people at school are trying to get hold of you, they say, but they don’t know how. I am one of about a dozen boys from my year of just over 250 students whom they refer to as ‘lost leavers’, those whose contact details they no longer have, and they would like to invite me to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of my departure. They’ve put out a list of names to all the old boys in my age group, just in case some of them are in touch with me. Will you be coming along? they ask. It would be good to see you. 


I pause before replying to the email, which is always revealing: I always hesitate before delivering news people might not like. I don’t want to go. A school reunion is essentially a referendum on whether I am happy to display the life I have made in front of my contemporaries, and if I am truthful with myself, then the answer is no. 


My best friend from school then gets in touch. I’m not sure about this, I say to him. I could tell, he replies. He will be attending the reunion. He is a successful executive, a married father of two, with a career that has taken him across the world and back. I might feel more comfortable going back there if I was him, but I’m not; I’m a childless, unmarried writer who can’t afford to buy his mother a house. 


I wonder if I am being oversensitive and so I explain my doubts to another close schoolfriend, who will be attending the reunion too. I just don’t feel that I have very much to show for the last twenty years, I say. That’s nonsense, he says at once, but he understands my reluctance; he knows I’m not looking forward to people’s judgement of my life choices. Some friends will tell me that I compare myself too harshly to my peers, but he gets it. That is precisely what my school has brought me up to do: to compete endlessly with those nearby, even as I seek my own way. 


His path has been very different from mine, but he has always respected my direction. He and his wife, a couple so attractive they should be taxed for it, live with their young son in London, where they have carved out fulfilling careers in the legal profession. I try to see them at least once a year when I am back from Berlin, where I now live, but our diaries are more and more unforgiving as time goes by. I don’t think I’ll go. 


What have I done with my life? My school asks me this every decade, whenever it has a reunion, and the last time they did so the answer was: So far, so good. I had published two acclaimed books about football and several of my contemporaries had read them. I was on my way to a black-tie dinner with some of the game’s most celebrated players. I was running one of the most successful poetry nights in London and had made a promising start to a career in music. 


Ten years later, I haven’t yet published a third book about football, and I have had to publish my own poetry because no one else would. I am barely making music any more, partly because that scene has been ravaged by internet piracy, and though I am making my name as a journalist, the industry is imploding. On social media I see many friends of mine provide summaries of their last ten years and all the things they have done in that time. I don’t write a summary. My best years are ahead, I tell myself. They have to be. 


There’s another reason I don’t want to go back to school, which is that it feels like the bad guys have won. A few years before I arrived at my school, it was attended by a cluster of people who now hold political office in Britain: a group who have driven through some of the most socially regressive policies in recent memory, and whose leader, the current prime minister, is best known for his arrogance and dishonesty. I was so proud of my school when I was there, but now I wonder what kind of place it was if these are its most prominent alumni. I ask myself whether this was my school’s ethos: to win at all costs; to be reckless, at best, and brutal, at worst. I look at its motto again – ‘May Eton Flourish’ – and I think, yes, many of our politicians have flourished, but to the vast detriment of others. Maybe we were raised to be the bad guys? 


I don’t think I was, but I am not so sure any more, because if I wasn’t, then where is the resistance? Where are the good guys from my school who are speaking up against the bad ones? I don’t see many of them arguing for a more compassionate world in the public sphere, or funding media organisations or progressive causes; not nearly on the same scale that the bad guys are. I tell a schoolfriend this and he says, Maybe they are working hard behind the scenes, and I say that even if this is happening – which I very much doubt – then it is not good enough. It is just like being at school again, I think. Just like being at school, when people would complain furiously about the few boys who ran the place, but never actually said anything to their faces. 


Just like being at school again. The invitation to my reunion and the rise of another one of my school’s old boys to the office of prime minister have brought me abruptly and painfully back to my teenage years. Maybe I need to stay here awhile, to see why these feelings are still so severe.


LOOKING FOR ME

Years later, a few people will look forgivingly upon those who went to Eton, saying that it is not their fault that their parents sent them there. They will say that these boys are not to blame for choosing to attend a place whose most famous alumni are now wrecking the country and causing so much anger elsewhere around the planet. I will read and hear their words and I will think: But I did choose it, and I was proud when I did so. 


I remember that day well. I was eleven years old, and a documentary came on television celebrating the 550th anniversary of a world-famous boarding school. I was transfixed. Everything they did there seemed so important – the routines, the rituals. How did a simple school get to look so grand? At that time, I was attending a normal-sized school – the kind of school that only came into view once my mother’s car drove over a small railway bridge. But this school I was seeing on television, it was the size of a town. Years later, when I am landing in Heathrow, I will be able to see it easily from the air and will always look for it as I descend. Sometimes I will even be able to pick out my boarding house, from which I saw countless planes come in as I worked at my desk; how many of those who studied where I did were in those planes then, looking down just as I looked up, looking for me? 


This school! Two weeks later, by complete coincidence, I will visit it for a school trip, and I will get to see its majesty up close. Its bricks are five times as old as those of my home town. It has statues of kings and monuments to biblical heroes. It is part museum, part war memorial. It has several great halls and not one church but two, these vast buildings of forbidding stone and marvellous stained glass. Places of worship that God himself might attend. 


I get home from my school trip and I speak to my mother that evening. I have to go to that school, I tell her. I have to. My mother is surprised by my determination, and I am even more surprised by how quickly she agrees. After all, the change will not be convenient for her. I have just won a place at the local grammar school, which I am set to attend free of charge, and now I want to go to an institution which, over the next few years, will cost her tens of thousands of pounds. 


I don’t think of any of that now; I am only eleven, and all that matters is reaching the destination that I now crave. There is only one thing I have been thinking since I saw that documentary: that this is the best school in the world, the home of past and future heads of state, and if I succeed there, I can succeed anywhere. It will be a long time until I realise just how great a burden that expectation is going to be.



THE SUNSET ITSELF

I have grown up in Yiewsley, a small town just outside London; a town so small that no one I meet has heard of it or the town next to it. I live in a quiet cul-de-sac at the bottom of a long road, at the top end of which was a football stadium. There, while still a small child, I could hear the chants from the ground on midweek evenings, but the chants weren’t loud or plentiful enough, and the team soon left, the ground closed down. The stadium, the only rousing part of my immediate surroundings, became a shuttered husk. 


Maybe this is an ideal place for refugees to come, hide away and recover. My parents fled a war in Uganda in the mid-1970s, one in which hundreds of thousands of their fellow citizens were killed; my father returned to his country a few years later to fight in the sequel to that war, where he was killed too. I was just four when that happened. My first memory of him was his coffin in his living room back in Uganda; my second memory of him was putting the first handful of dirt on his grave. My home town seems to be the perfect antidote to all of that turmoil, as do many of the equally sleepy outer reaches of London. Nothing, as I will often moan, ever happens here. 


Every few days my mother will drive me over to see my grandparents, who live twenty minutes’ drive away in a house my family has bought for them. They came here to escape the same bloody sequel that killed their son-in-law, to live out their days in a distracted peace. Few things are more poignant to witness than the final years of a frustrated revolutionary. They have taken the greatest gamble of their generation and lost, and are left to watch the aftermath of their heroic failure, a future that has turned out exactly as they feared and expected. The only solace they will ever have is the knowledge that they were right to act. Meanwhile, the world rolls on without them. 


My grandparents resisted the emerging regime in their country, and that is why they are here now, set to perish thousands of miles from villages that they loved far more than their conquerors ever could. Those who did not resist are now widely regarded as shrewd, having made millions of dollars many times over. They have now released a fleet of autobiographies about their thrilling paths to financial success, books that contain very few sentences about the importance of doing everything in their power to keep a dictator happy. 


My grandparents now live within a very small orbit. They have found great kindness and friendship at a local chapel a few streets away, and take frequent walks in the local park, which is even closer. My grandmother cooks meals that remind her of home, and my grandfather, a headmaster before the war started, has begun work on a dictionary for English speakers who wish to learn the language of my ethnic group. He spends many evenings upstairs at his desk, drafting away in his meticulous and elegant hand, each letter sharing the same perfect slant as the last. 


In the evenings they sit in the living room, my grandfather in a plastic summer chair, being distrustful of soft seating. My grandmother is always closest to the hallway, and she is the first person I see whenever I enter the living room; my grandfather is always right next to the French windows, a few yards from the rose bush one of my eldest cousins is trying to grow in the back garden. That small lawn is bordered by a narrow alleyway and a tall fence, which keeps the main road from view. Growing up, my grandparents’ horizon was the sunset itself, and now their horizon is no further away from them than the width of a ditch. 


TO AVOID DETECTION


We are only 10 per cent, says one of my relatives. She gets anxious whenever she sees people from ethnic-minority backgrounds speaking out about racism. She is worried because ethnic minorities only make up 10 per cent of the UK’s population; they are not a significant part of its social fabric. If she had it her way, they would be not seen and not heard. This is their country, she tells me. They don’t like it when we talk about these things too much. We need to just keep our heads down. Like many of my family, she reminds me that, whenever possible, I must avoid detection. Look at the Chinese, she says, they keep themselves to themselves. Not like we black people. 


I strongly fear that non-white people – especially black ones – do not have the option of being unseen, but in the early part of my life I will still do my best to be invisible, to avoid detection. I try to do this by having a spotless disciplinary record and seeking academic excellence. Study is my way to escape the radar, and from primary school onwards the standard is set. What mark did you get in school today? asks my mother as she drives me home. Ninety-nine, I reply. What happened to the one per cent? she asks. Again and again I score ninety-nine. Finally, I score one hundred and I can’t wait to tell her the news. What mark did you get today? she asks me. One hundred, I say, my heart soaring with pride. Do it again, she says. 


It’s the only way I can break free of racism, my mother reminds me; by being the best. If you’re black, you need to work twice as hard to get a half of what white people get. I do a quick calculation and realise that I have to work four times as hard as the hardest-working white people I know to get the same as they do – surely that is not possible? But then I look at my mother and realise that this is exactly what she, a doctor and a widow with five kids, is doing. She is often gone before I wake and returns after I am in bed. One winter I will accompany her to the Midlands, to wait in the car for her and keep her company as she carries out a series of house visits, and I will think, My God, this woman never stops. If she doesn’t relent, then neither, under any circumstances, can I.



NO ONE SAW YOU

Before I can attend the school of my dreams, I must go to a preparatory school for two years. As its name suggests, I will need to prepare for life in a different academic system, and so in that short time I will have to learn a range of subjects I have never studied before. My mother and I look at a couple of schools and I decide upon one a few miles further into the commuter belt, a small one with just under 150 students. The headmaster assesses my potential and is kind enough to offer me a place at a third of the normal fees. 


With so much work to do, I must get started at once. I go into school and say goodbye to my closest friends, which is the first time that any of them have any idea that I am leaving. I am only eleven, but I have no idea how much I will miss them. Years later I will meet with two of them for drinks in west London. I have seen them only twice in over twenty years. The moment I see them walking up the road, the old jokes begin again. Their company is an absolute delight. 


After you left, there was a big gap in the class, one of them says. We came back to class for that final term and it was weird how you were just gone. You just disappeared after that. No one saw you. 


I can’t tell them what I want to, which is that it would have been more painful to stay in touch with them. At some point, I had decided that in order to succeed in this new environment I would need to immerse myself in it. I instinctively knew that moving too swiftly between these two worlds could rip me apart.



THE SILENCE OF HER CAR

It’s time to get ready for my prep school. I go shopping with my mother for my uniform and I think, My God, so many clothes. My surname is sewn onto each item, which makes me feel strangely official. She fills a vast trunk with all my new possessions and drives me to school at the start of the summer term, heading away from the grey and beige of my suburb and into the land of sandstone pavilions and soaring trees. 


Since this is the summer term, I am one of the few new students to arrive. I meet some of the other boys in the front of the school, and they are all friendly, strikingly busy, pouring through its hallways like shoals of fish. There are just over a hundred of us there, and soon enough I will know nearly everyone at least by name. I am looking forward to this new life, and the only complication is having to say goodbye to my mother. 


Since I wish to avoid crying, the trick is not to look back as she leaves the room. She hugs me goodbye and as soon as she does, I turn away so that by the time she departs, my back is turned. Her car is parked near the front of the school and so I listen for the motor to start up, that sound I would recognise anywhere. She has had that car for four years now; I was with her when she bought it in south London, rolling out of the showroom on a sunny day, and this is the first time it has left me anywhere overnight. I am pretending to talk with my classmates as I hear her go, but years later the only thing I will remember of my conversation is the silence of her car at the heart of it. 



THEY ARE NEVER IMPATIENT WITH ME

My first term at my preparatory school is an academic disaster. I am competing against people who have been learning Latin and Greek since they were seven, and so they have a head start of several years. I finish bottom or close to the bottom of every class and end-of-term test with the exception of English, the one subject in which there is a broadly level playing field. My history exam is a farce – I don’t realise that the year 1420 is actually in the fifteenth century, and so I write about entirely the wrong century instead. My examiner gives me seven marks out of fifty, which I suspect is partly out of sympathy. 


Despite my struggles in the classroom, I quickly make friends, the closest of whom always seems to be making mix-tapes of his favourite rap tunes. The most impressive boys in my school are the two who will go on to captain the football team in successive years – they are fair-minded and diligent, and everyone seems to like them. I manage to get into the school athletics team, where I compete in the long jump, and my squad turns out to be one of the best on the local circuit. 


My teachers are fun too. A couple of them are men with dry senses of humour and pasts in the army. One of them is so absent-minded that one of my classmates manages to slip an item of that morning’s fried breakfast into his jacket pocket as he walks past. One of them sees me punching someone who was making fun of how primitive Africans eat, an uppercut delivered at the dinner table as we both started our dessert, and he lets me off the hook. Another one has a voice so deep that its echo could cause an avalanche. They all know how much learning I have to do to catch up with the rest of the class, and they are never impatient with me. 


My favourite teacher takes me for French, which for a couple of years ends up being my best subject. When he is looking for the right expression, he slowly rubs together one of his thumbs and forefingers as if trying to taste the language with them. He corrects my text as I watch, his handwriting a long, looping script, his hand so relaxed that his pen threatens to fall out of it but never does.



THE CONCEPT OF MODESTY

Where I come from, we celebrate everything. Until now I have treated every goal that I have scored in every playground kickabout as if it is a last-minute winner, turning away in triumph and wailing across the yard. And so when, during cricket practice, the ball is struck by a batsman and lands in my hand, I look to my headmaster and let out a yell of pride and astonishment. My God, I think, how could I have done something so brilliant? And he says that when we achieve things like that, we don’t shout about it, we just tuck the ball quietly in our pocket and carry on. The joy stops in my throat. This is my introduction to the concept of modesty, with which I will have an ambivalent relationship. 


The following year I am playing cricket against a school a little further along the commuter belt, and my headmaster is the umpire again. I am standing in my favourite fielding position, quite close to the stumps, and the batsman clatters a shot towards me, the ball a mean, greased blur that sears through the air no more than three inches from the ground, so low that when I clutch it with both hands I feel the whisper of the grass against my knuckles. It is the best catch I have ever taken and I am instantly ecstatic, but then I force that euphoria down and out of sight, and when I turn to my headmaster my face is a scowl. Is that modest enough for you? I think, but he merely bursts into a silent laugh. 




I LET HIM DO IT

My time at prep school is mostly peaceful, apart from my treatment by one particular boy. 


I am waiting in the queue for supper, at the bottom of a short staircase just in front of the dinner hall, when someone pushes past me. I ask why he has done so, but before I have finished my sentence I am falling to the floor. The boy has crunched his right hand into a fist, the knuckle of its middle finger jutting out like a ship’s prow, and he has struck me in the bridge of my nose. The punch is as swift, brutal and cruel as it is precise, and I slump to my knees. The pain is brief and intense, a twenty-second migraine, gone before I have the chance to cry. No one stops to help me, and the boy walks into the hall. No one has ever punched me before. I don’t know why the boy hates me, not yet. I will never tell my mother. 


A few weeks later, I am sitting in the hall, making my way through the main course of my lunch. The boy is sitting a couple of places away, just within arm’s reach, which is my first mistake. Pass me the pepper, he says rudely, as if he is calling a mischievous dog to heel. His tone is not a request, it is a challenge, and I accept it. I am stronger than I was in that supper queue, I know I am. And so I say no; I tell him to say please. He refuses. He does not speak, but with a hypnotic slowness he peels a banana, extends his right arm and crushes it into my face, forcing its slime across my eyes and cheeks, and I sit there and I let him do it, and no one stops him, no one, and by the time he has finished thirty seconds later, the mush in the ducts of my eyes has mixed with my tears, hot and fat, and I rush from that blur of a room. The room is full of teachers and students, over a hundred of them, and though I know that few of them saw what has happened, I will never forget that none of them came out of that hall after me. No one ever asks how I am. I will never tell my mother. 


This isn’t how I wanted it to be. I saw that famous school on television, and I came to this place to prepare myself for it, and now I am filled with a misery I cannot describe. This place is where I will first learn that I do not need people, and it is a lesson I will hold selfishly for decades. That boy made me into a monkey in that hall, a wailing ape, and for decades it will be my shame that I allowed him to do it. 


The boy has almost broken me, he can tell. He just needs to go one step further, and his work will be done. I see him in classes, we share the same dressing room, we are part of the same athletics team, but I never ask why he does what he does to me, why he hates me. Maybe I am still in shock, or maybe, worse, I have immediately accepted what is happening to me as proper and correct, part of the price I have to pay for this chance at the best possible education. 


A few weeks later, the boy tries to break me. I am walking to a church service one Sunday morning, a couple of hours after it has finished raining heavily, and as I am about to step into the chapel, I catch sight of a familiar item lying on the sodden turf nearby. It has been left there for me to see as I approach; it is my father’s Bible, its soft leather cover peeled back, its frail pages face down in the soil. The boy knows my father was killed and that this is only one of three possessions of his that I now own and treasure, along with a tweed jacket and his passport. The boy – I know it is him – must have taken it all the way from my locker upstairs and laid it there for me, in hateful wait. I don’t cry, in case the boy is watching me from somewhere. I kneel, pick up my father, and take him with me into the chapel. It will be years before I tell my mother about this incident, but for now I will reflect upon it, absorb it. 


I report the boy to my headmaster, in the hope that he will be disciplined, but nothing is done. Perhaps that is because the boy is seen as troubled, perhaps that is because the boy is from a very prestigious family, but nothing is done. He does not even receive so much as an afternoon of detention. If anyone is going to address this individual, it will have to be me.




MAKE MY SECONDS COUNT

At the start of my second term at prep school I go for football trials, and they go so well that I am chosen as a striker for the first team. This is one of the highlights of my life so far – I get to play on a pitch as lovingly tended as a cricket square, and several of our games will see a few dozen spectators on the sidelines, sometimes more. 


My headmaster gives a simple motivational speech so powerful that I will keep turning to it for years to come. You will each be on that pitch for sixty minutes, he says, with twenty-one other players. Some of you will have the ball for no more than thirty seconds, maybe less. Make your seconds count, he tells us, and you will be fine. 


The game is relentless in its intensity, as if it is being played against a backdrop of drum and bass. The pitch is surrounded by trees that are no further than six feet from the touchline, which means that the crowd of around 200 boys are almost standing on the field of play. The boys howl the name of their school for the full hour, barely stopping during half-time, while one of the students flies a model aeroplane low overhead, back and forth, its sinister buzz arriving, receding, arriving throughout the contest. We are all so terrified of making an error that even when we are attacking our opponents at a corner, we are thinking of which of their players we will mark as soon as they regain possession. 


As the match, still without score, proceeds to its final moments, one of our most skilful players receives the ball. As he sprints down the right wing into my opponents’ half, I rush down the middle of the pitch, waiting for the pass that always comes – he always knows where I am – and sure enough, just before a defender can reach him with an anxious lunge, he thrashes a cross high towards the far post – but he has hit it too hard, and luckily my other winger is there to head the ball in my direction, and now I am rising sharply towards it, ready to meet it with my forehead, barely able to see its outline against the searing sun—


And then the ball and I, having made the briefest contact, both float back to earth, and while I land six feet from goal, the ball drifts beyond the despairing claws of the goalkeeper and into the furthest corner of the net. 
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