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‘A coming-of-middle-age novel ... seasoned with style and sophistication.’

Bernadine Evaristo, Guardian

‘The Gospel According to Cane is a gripping tale of loss, despair, and hope of redemption. Courttia Newland continues to consolidate his reputation as a writer of depth and range.’

Linton Kwesi Johnson, author of Mi Revalueshanary Fren

‘A thrilling read, full of psychological tension and drama, the emotive account of one woman’s response to tragedy. Newland depicts his young characters humanely, compassionately.  A stylish, confident novel.’

Yvvette Edwards, author of A Cupboard Full of Coats

‘The abduction of a child would devastate any family. But what if that child returned, many years later, a young man and a stranger? Could that be even worse? The Gospel According to Cane is a gripping novel that’s rich with both grief and great love. Courttia Newland is a fierce talent.’

Victor LaValle, author of Big Machine
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‘We worry about what a

child will become tomorrow,

yet we forget that he is someone today.’

Stacia Tauscher


 

 

Some people say pain is relative. They claim an earache, a bumped funnybone or a broken leg can either be excruciating or no more than a tickle, according to the subject’s threshold. I happen to disagree, at least beyond a certain point. For me, there is some pain that has the capacity to hurt anyone. An amputation with or without anaesthetic, for instance, or a bullet in the chest. Pain of that nature is tangible even though it can’t be seen, like the presence of oxygen. Pain that fervent is beyond refute.

I first noticed him in Portobello Market, on a Thursday if I recall. It was one of those balmy afternoons of mid-September we get these days, nothing like summer but warm enough to wear a thin dress and cardie, not worry about a jacket. I was having a nice time actually. I’d spent the day in Holland Park with one of my neighbours, a local old girl called Ida. We’d sat in the café for hours drinking coffee and talking about absolutely nothing. I went for a wander and a read in the Japanese Garden before I took a slow walk, stopping briefly to admire the peacocks and rabbits. I strolled down Notting Hill and made a right turn, which led me into the market. I was walking pretty fast once I got there, trying not to talk with too many people, buying fruit from the organic stalls beneath Portobello Green, nothing substantial, as Abel & Cole had made a delivery. I was browsing really, enjoying the sun on my back. And then I saw him.

He was standing next to the green doors of the office units under the motorway. A tall boy, though it was immediately apparent he was more like a young man than a child. His shoulders were wide beneath his black hoodie, and his face had none of the puppy fat associated with younger children, the ones I was used to teaching, or trying to teach at least. The loose wisps of a beard he’d tried to grow with mild success, cotton candy on his cheeks rather than peach fuzz, told me how much of a man he actually was. For the millionth time I found myself thinking how my own child would have looked after all these years, and then I turned, not wanting to follow the thought to its obvious conclusion.

I ducked my head to examine a solid mango, yellow and green with a red blush. When I chanced a look upwards, the young man was boring into my eyes. I’d seen that look before. The young people in the After-School Club would often stare at each other that way, sometimes even me. I tried to tell them it never would have been accepted back home, where our kin had been born, either Africa or the West Indies depending on the child. A look like that would have been slapped from our faces. Maybe that was part of the trouble.

Obviously, I couldn’t say anything like that. You can’t tell young people what you think of their behaviour if you haven’t known them since they were toddlers, and even then you keep a close eye on your tongue. Knives and guns are commonplace, and there are even local stories of people being shot for asking the young not to smoke in a public space. So I tried not to get too upset when I saw the tall youth stare, even though I was nervous. I steeled myself and looked him in the eye as if to challenge him physically rather than verbally, to remind him of his mother and make him think twice. When he remained that way, lounged against the wall with his lip curled as if to say he didn’t give a damn who saw him, I was struck by the horrid thought that it might be lust, rather than anger, that drove him. All right, he wasn’t winking, or giving any signs of a come on, or being the least bit amorous, but he wasn’t acting in a threatening manner, or saying anything, or coming over either. The more I thought about it, the more I ducked my head and looked away before snatching another quick glance, the more that curled lip reminded me of someone trying to smile who didn’t quite know how. That scared me even more than if he’d been swearing.

I put down my blushing mango and walked away with my head down, trying to be casual and not stumble. Someone called my name, but I ignored whoever it was and kept going, across one road, down a block, a right turn at the corner off-licence which took me away from the market and into a residential area just past the estate. I didn’t look back and didn’t run. I kept my eyes on the pavement and watched my feet move. I cut through the first estate block, turned right, took a left onto Golborne. When I smelt coffee and saw the gathered Moroccan men outside market stalls, the out-of-town shoppers and kids coming home from school chirping like morning birds, I breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing to worry about. I took a look, just to make sure.

He was there. Leaning against another wall, watching me breathe in the atmosphere. I almost jumped when I noticed, couldn’t hide my panic. I began to walk again, faster this time.

I’d been a bit clever, grateful for the brains my late father passed on. My flat was actually one street behind me. Once on Goldbourne, shielded by numerous people enjoying the late-afternoon sun, I sprinted, back down the next street, going in a rough square until I was on the mouth of my road, breathing hard. Thank goodness I didn’t smoke any more. I took a quick check to make sure he wasn’t behind me, and then forced another sprint out of my weary legs, along the cul-de-sac, jangling keys like a jailer. My hands were shaking. My heart was thudding in my chest.

Just before I entered, I took another look. The street was a barren land. I slammed the door.

A friend of mine, Keith, back when I was in teacher training college, came into class one day wincing and holding his jaw. He shuddered through our morning lecture, knocking back aspirins and taking gulps from his plastic cup of water as often as the directions would allow. After class he told me he had a rotten back tooth, had booked an afternoon appointment at the dentist’s. I was amazed he’d even come into college, let alone decided to have his tooth out on the same day. He was hoping to get someone to go with him, as his brother had said he would, but couldn’t make it because of a job interview. Before I said yes, he warned that he’d opted to have the extraction done without a shot. Being a black belt in tae kwon do, in training since his teens, Keith said he could conquer pain.

I didn’t really want to go. I had hours of study to catch up on, but we were such good friends Keith already knew my timetable, so he also knew I was free for the rest of that day. When we got there my hands were shaking and my bangles tinkled like wind chimes. I thought it would be a simple matter of sitting in the waiting room and reading Best magazine until Keith came out, woozy and proud. I’d congratulate him and we’d leave, that would be it.

Keith was his usual self, way too friendly, cracking bad jokes with everyone at the magazine table. When they called his name some dizzy receptionist said they didn’t normally allow it, but it would be fine if his girlfriend went through, and the dentist smiled and beckoned, and I tried to protest and tell them I’d stay and read about the woman’s sister who’d slept with her husband while she was sick in hospital with cancer, but it never came out with quite the strength I wanted. Next thing I knew, they were gone.

They made me sit on a little chair in the corner of the tiny room. There were posters of assorted Mr Men with toothaches and bandaged jaws, and Superman X-raying the lungs of a smoker. The room smelt of chemicals and that pink liquid they make you wash your mouth out with. Keith climbed into the chair and they asked him once again if he was fine to do the extraction without a shot, and he said yes, it was no problem, he’d been trained. The assistant started up the suction gun, put it in Keith’s mouth. His hands were practically bone white they were clutching the armrests so hard. I couldn’t look, but I couldn’t close my ears either.

I won’t go into exactly what I heard, but suffice to say there was an awful scrape of metal against enamel that instantly made me want to cry, and of course, Keith’s screams, which only came about halfway when he couldn’t take any more, and it was too late to go back and give him the dose, so they just had to carry on until he was bellowing like a bull who’d been stuck by the matador, and when I looked down I was horrified to see blood and slivers of Keith’s brown tooth peppering the plastic tunic they’d given me. His arms weren’t clutching the armrests by then, they were trying against his own will to fight what was happening, to stop the dentist. Once his leg involuntarily lashed out and kicked the assistant, who was dripping sweat, face white as A4, and the dentist said Keith was lucky it hadn’t been him or else he would have cut through his cheek or somewhere worse. There was muffled swearing and grunts, sometimes from the dentist, most of the time from Keith. It went on for half an hour or more. I would have left but my legs didn’t have any strength to carry me and if I’d got up I knew I would have fainted. Eventually there was a tug from the dentist, a plink, and the offending tooth was lying in a kidney-shaped tray, glistening like rotten wood. There was blood too, but I didn’t look into the tray long enough to say what that looked like.

The dentist told Keith they would go ahead with his stitches. That was my cue. I stumbled into the waiting room, where the few people still there stared. The dizzy receptionist couldn’t meet my eye. I hoped she blamed herself. I think the dentist must have given Keith the shot this time, because that part of the proceedings was pretty quiet. Not long afterwards, he came into the waiting room. He was weak at the knees, a few shades paler than when he’d gone in, and his eyes looked glazed and far away, but he’d done it. He might have overestimated his abilities, but he’d come out on the other side. I admired that.

Years later, my own threshold was tested to its limits in an entirely different manner. I was faced with the challenge of seeing how much I could take before I screamed aloud and embraced the pain, like Keith, or gave up and accepted the shot. I’m not sure which of the above I actually managed, which of those options could be deemed good or bad. I’m not even sure who might possibly be the judge.

There is nothing more agonising than the death of your own child. No hurt that hits harder, no pain that goes deeper, no tears that burn more fiercely than those produced by the terrible knowledge that you have outlived your daughter or son. Being part of a profession focused on the welfare of children, I’d heard this said repeatedly before I endured the loss. There is no verbal platitude or empathy that can soothe the pain of that constant wish, your continual search, for the person you love more than anything else in the world, the person you have lost. Actually, delete the above. And if it can’t bear to be deleted, then at least insert an addition: the only thing more agonising than the death of your child is being uncertain whether your child is alive or dead.

I write, though I am not a writer. My concern is not narrative, character, or chronological structure, but the rearing of children in modern society, the ills a lack of proper parenting can produce, and the strange phenomena of pain. My vocation is, or rather was, a teacher of secondary school English, but I gave that up a long time ago. Now I use my skills in a more direct fashion, with children on the margins, the ones I feel need it most.

I graduated from my father’s former polytechnic a Bachelor of Education, just over twenty-two years ago. I was immediately snapped up by a prestigious private school and worked there for almost eighteen months. I had a beautiful house, a husband, a loving family, a new born son, even a lovely dog. Now, only my limited family remains, for what little good it does. That person, the woman I was, is not exactly gone as much as she has faded into the background, distant like a stationary object viewed from a speeding train. I am neither sad nor concerned to see her go. She is no use to me now.

I took a long look in the mirror before I wrote the following paragraphs, in order to have a better understanding of the woman I am. I think it was a bad idea. I haven’t gone so far as to actually ban mirrors, but I suppose I do tend to duck my head twice a day as I brush my teeth, and I forgot to check how my clothes fitted when I stopped buying new things. What for? My local charity shops are probably the best stocked in the country, with more designer wear than Westfield. I’m joking, of course, but you get the idea. I’ve a sneaking suspicion a charity shop off the Portobello Road and one in Leeds city centre bear not even the slightest comparison.

So I gave myself the old once-over and, I have to admit, it scared me quite a bit. I’d worn my hair short for twenty years, but despite that I still had the image of myself as I’d been in college, with that long ponytail halfway down my back. Silly cow. I’d put on quite a bit of weight, not that I was fat, mind you, but the skinny thing with the figure of a wooden clothes peg was long gone. My cheeks were chubby and my maize complexion looked much paler than I remembered. What scared me were the rings around my eyes. That gave my age away more than anything, and I was reminded of the fact I would be fifty in less than six years, and I couldn’t look any more. So forgive me if I don’t have any of the succinct descriptions you find in novels, I couldn’t bear it. I had to go in the bedroom after that and lie down, tell myself I wouldn’t be doing that again.

When my nerves subsided, I made dinner. The light was fading and the random creak of bicycle gears over mute voices lurked outside my window. The kids were out, doing whatever they did when the sun went down. I wished the government could think of some way to stop them loitering, but that didn’t seem very likely.

I was sitting on my sofa, contemplating whether I should switch on the TV and be bombarded by some inane early-evening programme, when my letterbox rattled, the bark of metal making me jump. Suddenly the gloom was more acute, the shadows more threatening. It was the tall boy, I knew it. He’d found a way to get past the entryphone system and follow me to my flat. The estate kids did it all the time, waiting for someone to come inside the block, slipping past the door. Maybe I hadn’t been so clever.

The letterbox rattled again, impatient. Stopped. I pushed my nose into the sofa, glad I hadn’t switched on the TV, waiting to see if they’d go.

Held my breath.

It rattled again, for a long time.

Stopped.

I took a slow peek above the sofa.

Silence. Compressing the room with its weight. Then:

‘Hello!’

A beam of light from the open letterbox, imaginary eyes. I dropped against my sofa cushions.

‘I know you’re in there!’

Shit! Maybe he had seen me. But he could be bluffing.

It was dark . . .

‘C’mon . . .’

More rattling, awful, tense silence. I strained to hear better.

‘Open the bloody door . . .’

Risking another quick peek. Still unsure. It could be him, but I didn’t want to take the chance.

‘Beverley, open this bloody door, will you!’

It was him. He was going to be so annoyed.

I got up from the sofa, sheepish, opened up. Seth came striding into the flat, all six foot plus, towering above me. Even though his face was cast in shadow I could feel his frown.

‘Why the hell didn’t you let me in?’

‘I didn’t know it was you. You should have phoned or something; let me know you were coming.’

‘I told you. Last week.’

‘Well you should have buzzed the intercom.’ I turned and walked into the flat. ‘That’s what it’s for.’

He waited, slow spinning, a looming figure.

‘Why are the lights off?’

‘Because I felt like it. Is that why you dropped by, to interrogate me? Get some practice in?’

‘Don’t be daft.’ The lights came on. It galled that he knew exactly where they were. ‘I said I was coming.’

I sat on the sofa, deflated, falling straight into the usual act I performed whenever Seth came round. Raised voices could be heard outside, but I couldn’t tell what they were saying. I was quite relieved he had come, really. I should say that, seeing as I’m telling the truth. I couldn’t help thinking about the tall boy on the street, watching the flat, even though I hadn’t seen him follow me. It was an irrational fear made real by my imagination, I knew that, but that didn’t make me any less scared.

‘Can I sit down?’

I’d forgotten he was there.

‘Yeah, sure.’

He took the space next to me, leaving enough room to make me comfortable. We sat in silence for what felt like a long time. I could see his reflection in the dark square of the TV screen, squeezed into his plain suit jacket, body stretched like elastic, everything too long – his hands, his feet, his torso, his head. Seth’s features reminded me of an old shoe that had been walked in for miles, cracked and frayed in places, a bit curled by the weather.

‘So . . . How’ve you been?’

‘Not bad. Getting by.’

‘How are the little tykes doing?’

‘Very well. We’ve been reading Shakespeare. Othello.’

‘Oh, good. How are they finding it?’

‘Hate it, actually.’ We laughed, him cautious, me reluctant. ‘Though it did promote some discussion. About the role of black people in the war . . .’

I trailed off. Seth is one of the few people who don’t mind talking about race; I’ve learnt that over the years. Some people behave like the very mention is a dirty word and don’t thank you for reminding them it actually exists. Still, I always feel that slight touch of hesitance whenever I raise the issue in his presence. I suppose I’m never sure when his patience might run out.

‘Sounds fascinating. I’d like to drop in . . .’

I said nothing, looked at the floor. Seth cleared his throat.

‘Oh yes, I forgot. Don’t want to harm your reputation. Sorry.’

‘It’s not that. It’s just if one of them gets arrested – God forbid – and they’re taken to the station, and they see you . . .’

‘You don’t have to explain, I understand. Impartiality is key. I respect what you’re doing, I wouldn’t undermine that.’

‘Thanks.’

He was drumming his fingers against his knees, irritating me, but I didn’t want to have another go.

‘How’s work?’

Seth heaved a sigh.

‘Not pretty. Same old, same old.’

Nervous laugh.

‘You’re doing a great job. You know that, don’t you?’

His worn-shoe face gaped surprise.

‘You think so?’

‘Yes. Of course I do.’

He was smiling. He leant back in the sofa, threw over an arm.

‘You know, after all these years I thought we might not be your favourite people. I thought you might resent us.’

‘Oh, I do. I was only talking about you. The rest of the force can go hang as far as I’m concerned.’

The smile froze. The arm returned from the sofa to rest by his side.

‘Sorry.’

‘No, no that’s quite all right. I totally understand.’

I wanted him to tell me to fuck myself, punch the sofa, jump up in a rage. I knew it wouldn’t happen. Seth was the proverbial gentle giant, and I hated being his little pressed flower.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Oh, yeah; thanks, love.’

‘White, two sugars?’

‘That’s right. Cheers.’

I went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. Puffed a long, silent breath. Made the tea and went back with a mug in each hand.

‘There you are.’

‘Ta, that’s great.’

He took the mug, put it by his feet. Manoeuvred those huge knees towards me.

‘Are you OK?’

‘According to my shrink, no . . .’ He didn’t laugh. ‘Only joking. Course I am.’

‘You seem a bit upset.’

‘No more than usual. I mean . . .’

‘Can I help?’

Seth put a hand on my knee. It was bare where my dress had ridden up. Very strategic. The hand was rough and hot.

‘Seth . . .’

‘Don’t be like this, Bev. We’re good, aren’t we?’

I hate my name being shortened, but couldn’t be bothered to say what he knew. There was a tingle in my belly. I put down my mug of tea. Lay back. Seth got to his feet and pushed my dress further up, placed his head on my lap. His breath was warm against my skin. His hair was black and white ashes. I could smell the gel he’d used. I put my hand on his neck, massaged. The tendons were thick, solid. He began to kiss my thighs. I let him.

I suppose you must be wondering why I decided to write this at all, if my prime intention wasn’t to convey a character’s physical and emotional journey through a linear narrative arc. To tell the truth, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to until I went to the club one day. It was pretty hot in the room. I was running on a short fuse. We were talking about the book we were reading, or I was reading at least; getting the little tykes to look at anything was more and more difficult, what with the internet and those stupid little phones and the PS whatever it is they’re always on about. Anyway, we were discussing the section I’d read from Shoedog by George Pelecanos, which I’d probably got them to go over for more than five minutes because it was a violent crime novel rather than one concerning human psychology, or world history, or Black achievement, all of which most of them hated, when Chris pipes up and says:

‘Miss – what do people write for?’

And I wasn’t really listening as I was about to correct his bad grammar, then what he’d said really hit me. For a minute I was taken aback, firstly because it was a good question, and secondly because I didn’t have the answer. So I thought, and the kids all looked, and I opened my mouth and out came:

‘People write because they’ve got an urge to express themselves. Because they have something they want to say that they feel compelled to share with the world. Because they’ve seen something they can’t comprehend and they’re trying to work it out through the act of writing. They write because they want to make sense of their pain.’

Like I said, I’m not an author and I hope whoever finds this isn’t, as I’m probably talking complete faff. The thing is, it didn’t matter; the kids lapped it up. It was one of those fine moments when we connected and even though I’d finished speaking they were staring as if they wanted more, and I was standing there twirling the novel in my hands because I couldn’t think of anything else. Then Jeff said:

‘Yeah, like Tupac when he wrote “Dear Mama” – he had an urge to express how it felt to ave a crack ho fuh a mum, an sell drugs an ave p’s in is pocket so he could take care ah her innit, an he wanted to share is pain wid mans like us . . .’

And that was it, they were off on another topic from which it took five minutes to bring them back, mainly due to my staring off into space, thinking about what I’d said and how it might be good to do something like that, write down everything, all my thoughts and feelings and see where it led, knowing it couldn’t possibly be anything but good for me, and might even make sense of the past twenty years’ quiet madness.

He left straight afterwards. That was the deal and I suppose Seth’s reliable that way. I had a shower and got dressed, nothing special, just tracksuit bottoms and a hoodie. I took my printouts, locked up and went to the club.

I’ve been running the After-School Club for over twelve years. The kids come and go, of course, but I stay. At first, after my worst nightmare, I was set so far adrift I wasn’t even sure I could return. I’d sold a house, lost a husband, lost a child, a life. I would sit in my two-bedroom council flat and drink tea to stave off hunger, sit with the TV on and not watch, wasting away. My sister came by every once in a while, but she had her own problems and mine had been dragging on for years, and she just didn’t have the stamina. If it wasn’t for Ida, the old girl from six doors down, it could have been months before I laid eyes on a living soul.

There was no life-changing moment, no epiphany. I think I just had enough. One day I was lying in bed, like I had on all the other days, and I suddenly knew what I could do. It was that instant. I even had the name. I got out of bed, went to my nearest youth centre, which happened to be less than two blocks away, and asked if they would be willing to let a certified teacher run free classes in a back room for a couple of evenings a week. I had no need of money. My father had provided well and when my husband and I sold the house we made a tidy sum. There was no financial reason not to give something back.

On my way to the club, I realised how fast I was walking, made myself slow. The estate windows were like spiders’ eyes, row after row, and the doorways were dark, open maws.

Hayley and Sam were in the car park. They saw me and jumped, chins raised to the darkening sky as though appealing for help. I was watching their hands and so I saw the quick movement, the arcing glow fall into the gutter, the smouldering.

‘Evening.’

‘Evening, miss.’

Eyes on black dust, greaseproof fried-chicken paper.

‘What did I say to you both about smoking?’

Hayley shot Sam a look, teeth gritted, caught herself and turned to me. She was a blank-faced blonde, nice-but-dim parents, nine-to-fivers, normal working-class fare. A good girl, bit of a raver from what little I knew. I guessed she slept with Sam once in a while because I saw him come out of her house early enough in the mornings on occasion. Wasn’t sure how her father felt about that, didn’t ask.

‘Sorry, miss.’

‘Sorry, miss.’

‘It’s not me you should say sorry to, it’s your lungs.

Wait until you’re thirty, you’ll see. Have you brought your homework?’

I walked into the club. They followed.

‘Yes, miss.’

‘How did you find it?’

‘It was good.’ Hayley was smiling. ‘I enjoyed it.’

‘Sam?’

He wasn’t looking, eyes darting from point to point as he entered the youth centre. It was focus that was the hardest, especially for the boys. I don’t know if that’s due to nurture or nature, what they eat or how they live. Sam wasn’t bad, or dim, just easily distracted.

‘It was all right, miss.’

‘But you did it, right?’

‘Yeah, definitely.’

‘Good.’

The classroom was a small space, but my class wasn’t exactly large. As usual, I was pleased to see them all. Even after twelve years there were still occasions when kids wouldn’t turn up for varied reasons. Sometimes not come back. Vanessa was sitting in her normal spot, expectant and quiet, reading. I could always rely on her. Jeff and Chris were sitting on the tables, something they knew I hated, swaggering and talking loud, probably for Vanessa’s benefit. They jumped and took their seats. Heshima, who’d been adding a comment here and there, slid into the place next to Hayley. As far as I knew they’d been friends since nursery school.

I stood at the front, waiting for them to find their comfort zones, get settled. They looked quite eager, a good sign.

‘Evening, class.’

‘Evening, Ms Cottrell . . .’

Intoned in unison.

‘How’s everyone doing tonight?’

Scattered ‘all rights’, noses wrinkled, seat stretches, yawns.

‘How are you, miss?’

From Jeff, a stocky, short youth. Bad parents, bad friends, always loudest.

‘Not the best today, but I’ll get by . . .’

‘Ah, what’s wrong, miss?’

As soon as I said it I knew I shouldn’t have gone there. Hayley’s arm was still half-raised, a residue from real school, the remainder of the class staring.

‘Oh nothing, just a bit under the weather.’

Lots of nods. If there was anything they understood, it was that.

‘OK, so let’s get started with today’s lesson, shall we? How did you guys do with the exercise? Do you all remember what it was? Three hundred words on a situation involving war?’

It was good to watch them shuffle, dig in their bags and folders, anticipation gnawing. They were a good bunch that year, even though they weren’t the best read, diligent even when they were hard work, lively and considerate, a credit to their generation.

‘Sooo, what have we got? Sam, would you like to start?’

‘Aw miss . . .’

Hands thrown in the air, forehead touching grey desk. A wrong move, maybe. Didn’t want to put him off.

‘Thought you said you did it?’

‘Yeah, but I don’t wanna go first.’

‘Go on, I only pick on you cos I know you can take it. I love your work. Be my sacrificial lamb . . .’

My minuscule class ahhed. Laughter.

‘So cute . . .’ Hayley reached out and rubbed Sam’s head. He flinched, fought her off.

‘Allow it, man . . .’

Trying to sound tough, but I could tell he was pleased.

‘Yeah, leave him alone. Sam, would you do the honours?’

‘OK . . .’ he paused, licking his lips. ‘Shall I stan up?’

‘Sure, why not?’

Sam got to his feet.

‘This is like, what I was tryina do right, was tryina write from the point of view of a guy in Iraq, but I did it in a rhyme is dat all right, miss?’

‘Of course.’

‘All right . . . It’s called “Peace Will Come” . . .’

Sam began to sway from side to side, paper in hand, free fingers rigid as though he was about to shake someone’s hand, stabbing air. I never understood why the hands were so important when the mouth was doing all the work.

‘In dis peaceless time, I step amongs the grit an the grime, my boots should shine, but I’m jus tryina take care ah mine, the wife an kids, know this is better than a bid, an Hell this is, but I’m jus tryina make sure I live, cos true say, where I’m from dat’s West London, it’s dog against your own dog, dat’s the shit they on, and there’s war on our streets, dat’s uncooked beef, and you can see yuh fair share of distress an da grief, so why stay, let’s make hay in a land dat’s hot, an where at least you get paid jus fuh lickin a shot, and who cares who they are, what they had or they got, or whether it’s our own government dat’s losing the plot, an don’t think about the innocents dat die every night, or if they usin our brawn in a unfair fight, jus put your head down brudda an forget what’s right, an think ah video games when you look down yuh sight . . . Peace . . .’

The class erupted, more noise than you would ever think six teenagers could make, or maybe not if you had any experience. Sam was grinning while his classmates slapped his back and clicked their fingers; something I presumed was the new thing. Heshima was giving Sam the kind of measured stare the other boys would have killed for, had they seen it. I clapped with them, trying not to look too proud. I didn’t want to be accused of favouritism.

‘Dat was nice, miss, innit?’

Chris, a lean youth the colour of hard dough bread, was grinning, gold tooth catching fluorescent lights. Gang affiliated I often thought, probably dealing, had gold on his fingers, around his neck and his wrists, regularly came in smelling of weed. Never mentioned his parents, bad sign. If Chris was happy it must have been good. I’d made the right choice after all.

‘It was. That was very good indeed, Sam. I like the way you got into the head of a man who had a wife and kids, and the parallels you drew between life here and the war in Iraq. Very clever. I especially like your character’s dilemma. I didn’t know if he was right or wrong at the end and that’s good. Leave moral judgement to the reader, or listener in your case.’

‘Thanks, miss; I still got more to do though.’

‘Well good.’

‘Man sound like a Yank though, innit; man should spit wid yuh own accent,’ Jeff said, leaning back on two chair legs, scratching his teeth with a toothpick.

‘Shut up!’

Heavy emphasis on the t, syllables thrown like fists.

‘Who you tellin shut up, man?’

‘You innit, prick.’

‘Ay, watch yuh mout fam . . .’

Chair legs slamming, screeching wood. Sam’s torso swivelled towards Jeff, who was casual, unafraid. The rest looking elsewhere, especially the girls.

‘Hey, hey, what have I said about that type of talk? Any more and you’re out, no arguments. Leave it for on the road.’

The youths tittered like they always did when I used slang in the wrong syntax. I didn’t mind so much. It broke tension. Sam turned around to face me. Jeff sneered.

‘Anyone else?’

Every hand raised. I breathed out, unable to hide my nerves. Truth be told, my nightmares imagined every day would be that day, when the movies and statistics would be proven right. Nothing had happened in twelve years, but still.

‘Go on then, Vanessa.’

Her eyes widened.
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