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Small Worlds

Praise for Open Water

‘Open Water is tender poetry, a love song to Black art and thought, an exploration of intimacy and vulnerability between two young artists learning to be soft with each other in a world that hardens against Black people’ Yaa Gyasi, bestselling author of Homegoing and Transcendent Kingdom

‘A short, poetic and intellectual meditation on art and a relationship between a young couple’ Bernardine Evaristo

‘An exciting, ambitious debut … While an elegance of style is a hallmark of Azumah Nelson’s storytelling, there is bold risk-taking in his choices too’ Guardian

‘Hands-down the best debut I’ve read in years’ The Times

‘An unforgettable debut. Azumah Nelson’s poetic brilliance, his ability to balance the general and the specific, the ambient and the granular, makes for a salient achievement. It’s Sally Rooney meets Michaela Coel meets Teju Cole’ The New York Times

‘An emotionally intelligent and tender tale of first love … what makes it remarkable is its bracing and nuanced exploration of Black masculinity. An abundance of cultural references are framed through the perspective of a Black British male – one seldom seen in modern British fiction. It is worth questioning why, and whose stories get to be told. Thankfully, Azumah Nelson has told this tale of art, love and Black identity. And what a gift it is’ Independent

‘A tender and touching love story, beautifully told’ Observer, Ten Best Debut Novelists of 2021

‘A lyrical, modern love story, just 200 pages but brilliant on music, art, race and London life; I enjoyed it hugely’ David Nicholls, bestselling author of One Day and Sweet Sorrow

‘This is an amazing debut novel. It’s a beautifully narrated, intelligently crafted piece of love that goes deep, then goes deeper. You should read this book’ Benjamin Zephaniah, award-winning poet, playwright and novelist

‘A beautiful and powerful novel about the true and sometimes painful depths of love’ Candice Carty-Williams, Sunday Times bestselling author of Queenie

‘Open Water is a very touching and heartfelt book, passionately written, which brings London to life in a painterly, emotive way. I love its musical richness and espousal of the power of the arts – pictures, sounds, movement’ Diana Evans, Women’s Prize-shortlisted author of Ordinary People

‘Caleb Azumah Nelson has become quite the thing in literary circles this year with his novel, Open Water, a tale of two Black artists who fall in love against a beating backdrop of music, politics and race. It’s already one of the bestselling debuts of 2021. The novel has drawn comparisons to Sally Rooney’s Normal People and Michaela Coel’s BBC series I May Destroy You, and is currently being turned into a TV series’ Sunday Times

‘Open Water encapsulates what it means to fall in love, explores what it means to move through the world whilst Black, and explores the beautiful melding of the two. I will always remember it and I will always return to this novel. A stunning piece of art’ Bolu Babalola, Sunday Times bestselling author of Love in Colour

‘Open Water is a beautifully, delicately written novel about love, for self and others, about being seen, about vulnerability and mental health. Sentence by sentence it oozes longing and grace’ Nikesh Shukla, editor of The Good Immigrant and author of Brown Baby

‘A poetic novel about Black identity and first love in the capital from one of Britain’s most exciting young voices’ Harper’s Bazaar

‘For those that are missing the tentative depiction of love in Normal People, Caleb Azumah Nelson’s Open Water is set to become one of 2021’s unmissable books. Utterly transporting, it’ll leave you weeping and in awe’ Stylist

‘A book about Black bodies and strength, vulnerability and fear, with a magnetic romance woven throughout that entrances the reader’ Evening Standard

‘This short debut novel is both a sweet, painful love story to savour and an account of what it means to live in fear in your own city, to be viewed simply as a Black body and never truly seen. Azumah Nelson’s prose is intense and lyrical, with a pleasing scattering of musical references’ New Statesman

‘A debut already attracting awards-season buzz, this shattering love story about two Black British artists is a compelling insight into race and masculinity. You’ll remember this author’s name’ Elle

‘A short, sharp poetic burst of a novel; it crystallizes the torments and heat of young love brilliantly’ Andrew McMillan, award-winning author of Physical

‘Open Water is a powerful portrayal of the way that systemic violence can make a person forget softness and vulnerability. It exposes the failure of language to encapsulate feeling and illuminates the love and the anger that rage around the edges of everything’ Jessica Andrews, award-winning author of Saltwater

‘Open Water is about defiance, mourning, art and music. It is an ode to being a full human being in a society that does not see you that way. It is about clinging to love in a world heavy with injustice and violence. There is not a wasted page’ Rowan Hisayo Buchanan, award-winning author of Starling Days

‘A once-in-a-blue-moon kind of read, a truly remarkable debut from a gifted young wordsmith … The novel is at once a celebration of Black love and Black art and expression. Thoroughly unforgettable’ Buzzfeed

‘Open Water has a delicate, painterly quality while packing a real emotional punch. Caleb Azumah Nelson is a real talent’ Olivia Sudjic, author of Sympathy, Exposure and Asylum Road

‘A stunning debut novel … Written in a unique second-person style, and with profound insight into race and masculinity, it’s a tender love story you won’t forget’ Red

‘Open Water bristles with intelligence and sensuality … an irresistible debut with the promise of greatness’ RTÉ

‘Open Water is the most mesmerizing read. Caleb Azumah Nelson writes voice like a young Baldwin, placing himself both inside and outside the world he describes. Open Water drew me in, hypnotized me and left me, a few hours later, both devastated and a little high. This is the kind of novel which doesn’t let go’ Jan Carson, award-winning author of The Fire Starters

‘Lush, urban, Black, British and beautiful’ Inua Ellams, award-winning playwright and poet

‘Exquisite’ Kayo Chingonyi, award-winning author of Kumukanda

‘Set to the rhythms of jazz and hip-hop, Open Water is an unforgettable story about making art and making a home in another person. In language bursting with grief and joy, Caleb Azumah Nelson has written the ode to Black creativity, love and survival that we need right now’ Nadia Owusu, author of Aftershocks

‘A brilliant debut whose gentleness and joyfulness are as profound as its examination of the cost of living in a racist society’ Megha Majumdar, author of A Burning

‘In this achingly tender and intensely moving debut, two Black artists fall in and out of love in South London. Featuring a stunning opening chapter, vulnerability, loss, masculinity and longing are covered. Written in a second-person narrative, this is a majestic debut’ Cosmopolitan

‘A hotly tipped new voice in British fiction’ Metro

‘Azumah Nelson’s impressive first novel is tender, lyrical and all-consuming … A truly exceptional debut’ Booklist

‘One of the most beautiful novels I’ve ever read, impossible to put down even as it made my heart ache. Just stunning’ Refinery29

‘Considering the ways identity shapes experience, Open Water is a soulful meditation on art and love’ Culture Whisper

‘Extraordinary’ Woman & Home

‘Gorgeous’ Marie Claire

‘Caleb’s debut is soulful and poetic, celebrating and exploring the varying emotions of a blossoming romance while offering an insight into race and masculinity’ Heat

‘A riveting love story … written in lyrical and propulsive prose, a searing debut’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Azumah Nelson’s writing is so accomplished it’s hard to believe it comes from a debut author … A raw and unvarnished look at what it means to be Black and British’ Scotsman

‘Caleb Azumah Nelson’s debut novel is an intimate, London-set story of two artists falling in love, learning to show tenderness to one another in a society that’s anything but. Azumah Nelson writes with grace and poignancy; it’s a memorable first novel’ Tatler

‘Stunning and soulful … Sally Rooney fans in search of their next stirring, socially conscious romance, look no further’ Chicago Review of Books

‘Lyrical … this emotionally rich debut tells a budding love story against backdrops of Black culture, joy and pain’ Entertainment Weekly

‘Azumah Nelson’s elegant, poetic debut novel, uniquely written in the second person, features two unnamed artistic Black characters living in London: a twenty-something photographer and the dancer/student he is drawn to. As they fall in love, their relationship is tested by communication struggles, issues of race and Black masculinity’ CNN

‘We were awestruck by the lyrical power of Azumah Nelson’s prose. Boldly written in the second person, his poetic novel bursts with incisive thoughts and observations about modern society that reverberated with us long after we set the book down. A celebration of the Black voice, a meditation on the power of art, and a hardhitting commentary on the realities of systemic racism, Open Water is mostly a love story that’s like nothing else we’ve ever read’ Apple Books
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For Mum and Pops,

for J and J,

my own Small World





Black faith still can’t be washed away

– Solange

From my heart, that’s the making of me

– Dave






Part One



TWO YOUNG PEOPLE IN THE SUMMERTIME: 2010




1.

Since the one thing that can solve most of our problems is dancing, it only makes sense that here, following the shimmer of Black hands, raised in praise, the pastor invited us, the congregation, to pray, and we allowed that prayer to make space, allowed ourselves to explore the depths and heights of our beings, allowed ourselves to say things which were honest and true, Godlike even. Allowed ourselves to speak to someone who is both us and the people we want to be, allowed ourselves to speak quietly, which is a call to give up the need to be sure, and ask, when was the last time we surrendered? When was the last time we were this open? And before we could try to answer, the drums start off, sudden and sure. A thick bassline follows, getting to the heart of things. The pianist plays secret chords from the soul. And before the intro is done, the choir magic themselves to the stage, and there’s a microphone in hand, and a grin as the leader steps down, singing her prayer: I’m trading my sorrows, I’m trading my shame. She sings these words, knowing that if we’re in this room, then we’ve probably known sorrow, probably known shame. We know death in its multitudes, but we’re all very serious about being alive. And since the one thing that can solve most of our problems is dancing, we turn our mourning into movement. We breach the borders of our rows, spilling into the aisles, making our way to the area in front of the stage, making our way into that space.

I see my father, up ahead, amongst the congregation, his body free and flailing and loose. He’s waving a handkerchief in his hand, like a beacon, as if to say, I am here. He’s going and going and then we watch as Pops slows down a little, like he’s misplaced a part of himself. A quick search for my mother. He finds her with ease, and signals. She waves him off, but he won’t have it, making his way back to where we are standing, coaxing her out of the row, their soft hands in a tender embrace, pulling her close, lips to her ear, you’re safe here; not just in this building, or this church, but in his arms. I gaze at my parents, and see that a world can be two people, occupying a space where they don’t have to explain. Where they can feel beautiful. Where they might feel free.

I nudge Raymond. It’s a joyous, brotherly laugh we share. I know that, like me, his faith is a daily wrangle, that he’s had to build a church elsewhere in order to know himself. We share the same small motion, a little two-step on the spot, because despite everything, the music is undeniable. I’ve only ever known myself in song, between notes, in that place where language won’t suffice but the drums might, might speak for us, might speak for what is on our hearts. In this moment, as the music gathers pace, looping round once more, passing frenzy, approaching ecstasy, that prayer taking flight, I’m trading my sorrows, I’m trading my shame, I’m pulled to nudge Raymond again, to try to say to him, I wish we could always be this open, wish we might always feel some of this freedom. I don’t know I have the words. But since the one thing that can solve most of our problems is dancing, it only makes sense that here, when our parents signal for us, we join them.

Long after the church service, long after the day has lost its shine, the sun a soft glow, we make the short journey to Uncle T’s, who helps us carefully load his speakers into Raymond’s back seat, showing us how to snip a wire with pliers, strip it bare with our teeth, twist it into the speaker, his warning to bring them back intact a distant echo as we drive down to Tej’s flat near Walworth Road. Pulling in, I see Adeline, having known her so long I know the way light holds her neck, know her rhythm even when she’s still, and seeing the space between us, I go towards her, allowing a smile to emerge from the depths of my being, allowing our cheeks to meet during a tender embrace, and on separation, ask her, when was the last time we did this? Before she can say, it’s not been that long since we partied, Tej’s door swings open, and soon, we are not just one or two, but many. Soon, we’re rowdy in conversation, allowing ourselves to say things which are honest and true, Godlike even. Soon, from indoors, we’re hearing music we recognize, we’re breaching the borders of rooms, spilling into the garden, making our way to the area in front of the decks, making our way into that space, plastic cups in hand, held high above our heads, like beacons, as if to say, we are here. Many of us gathered have long lost our faith but we do believe in rhythm. We do believe in the ability of a four-minute cut to stretch time until it is unrecognizable, each second its own forever. As Charmz’s ‘Buy Out Da Bar’ is wheeled up once more, this action its own nostalgia, its own prayer, wanting to be the person you were just moments before, I’m thinking, I wish we could always be this open, in tender motion, shoulder to shoulder, heart to heart, energy energy, gimme that energy energy.

We’re already nostalgic for yesterday, so soon it’s grime cuts that Adeline spins from the decks. ‘Too Many Man’, ‘I Spy’, ‘21 Seconds’. ‘Pow!’ begins to play, a kick drum starting off, sudden and sure. A thick bassline follows, getting to the heart of things. Eerie chords ring round the garden. Before the intro is done, Raymond magics himself next to me, calling for the song to start again. There isn’t time for what I want to say to him before the song starts fresh, the intro bare and empty of words, leaving space for us. The floor clears, bare and empty of bodies, a circle forming around us, something possessing Raymond and me as we push the edges further towards the confines of the garden. Look, I’m trying to tell you what it means to be in the eye of a moshpit: a small, beautiful world in the midst of chaos, free, amongst flailing limbs and half-shouted lyrics. Soon, after the fifth or sixth reload, we begin to tire. Soon, we’re disappearing into the night, four abreast down Walworth Road, in search of food. Soon, it’s Bagel King, the only place we know that’s open forever. Soon, it’s Raymond with an arm around my shoulder, mouth to my ear, saying, you good, yeah, and I nod into the space he makes. Soon, it’s an arm wrapping around my body from behind, and I know it’s Del. We’ve known each other so long she knows the way light holds my neck, she knows my rhythm, even when I’m still. Soon, it’s a cappellas and phone speakers, and since the one thing which might solve most of our problems is dancing, an easy two-step on the pavement.

Soon, too soon, it’s time to split. Those who are together disappear into the night, pulling even closer. Those single long for the knock of knees on a journey home, a brush of skin on the doorstep, the invitation inside a free yard. We’re young and often struggle to express just what it is we need, but I know we all value closeness.

That’s what I’m thinking as Del and I take the night bus back towards Peckham – Raymond has disappeared into the night, so it’s just me and her. Asleep, her soft cheek resting on my shoulder for the short journey. Off the bus, down her road, a gentle light on her doorstep, like a beacon. It’s the quietest it has been all evening. I gaze at her. Thrust my hands into my pockets, breaking the gaze with a glance at the ground, before stealing another look. She smiles at my shyness, and I smile back. It’s here, when I’m with her, I know that a world can be two people, occupying a space where we don’t have to explain. Where we can feel beautiful. Where we might feel free.

Del’s lips make a brief home on my cheek, and we pull each other close. We give no goodbyes – we know death in its multitudes, and goodbye sounds like an end – instead, after our embrace, the soft pounding of fists accompanied by, in a bit, which is less a goodbye, more a promise to stay alive.




2.

A few hours later, sunshine sneaks through a split in the curtains. It’s too early, even before I’ve checked the time. Ray’s bed is empty, unmade. I will myself up and out, knowing I have to get to work. The world wobbles for a moment, then rights itself. Downstairs, Ray is laid out across the sofa, bottle of beer in hand, as if the party never stopped.

‘Bit early for a drink,’ I say, nodding to the bottle.

‘Bit late for you to be waking up.’

‘Touché. Where’s Mum?’

‘Out.’

‘Where’s Dad?’

‘Out.’

Football highlights play on the TV screen. I know Ray has the capacity for conversation, or watching the highlights, but not both, so I briefly abandon this effort, instead heading to the kitchen, checking the fridge for food. Most of the Tupperware on the shelves contain meals Mum would’ve laboured over, something heavy and home-made, the sort of food which might fill the house with longing for a whole day, the sort which you might quickly devour, only to enter a strange stupor in which you can do nothing but nod and say how wonderful that meal was. Aware this is no condition in which to work, I keep looking for something lighter, finding a brown paper bag nestled in the fridge door. Inside, two patties. I heat them, and plate one for me, one for Ray. When I return, he swings his legs off the sofa, making space for me. We eat, quick, each bite a little too hot, but still, we eat.

‘What you on today?’

Ray shakes his head, shrugs. ‘Don’t even know, you know. Might check Deb.’

‘Deb? Don’t you mean Tej?’

‘Nah, I’m in her bad books.’

‘Why?’

‘Cause I keep going to see Deb.’

‘You’re looking for trouble, man.’

‘Me? Never,’ he says, the grin boyish and unconvincing. He slumps back in the sofa, letting out an almighty yawn. ‘What you saying?’

‘Working. Actually, I need a favour.’

‘If it’s money, I haven’t got it.’

‘No – I need to borrow your suit. For prom.’

Ray screws up his face in confusion. ‘Swear down your prom is tonight?’

‘Yup.’

At this, Ray transforms, becoming our father, his chest puffing out, the tone of his voice low and sure.

‘You young people, all lastminute.com business, you like it too much!’

Raymond needs no excuse to continue but he takes my laughter as cue, beginning our father’s favourite monologue of ‘When I was your age …’ At my age, eighteen, Pops had already moved from Accra to London, had already started to build something of a life for himself, and often lets us know. Raymond grows more extravagant and absurd with his tone and gestures and content, until we’re both falling about laughing, trailing off into a silence which isn’t uncomfortable. From outdoors, we hear the patter of feet, balls bouncing, children making their way to spend their summer days in the park. Ray takes a swig from his bottle, considering, before asking, ‘You going with Del?’

‘It’s not even like that.’

‘Sure.’

Del and I have known each other since early years, even before the times our fathers would go to the Gold Coast bar and drink spirits, straight, hoping this sort of dumb courage might have brought them closer to something spiritual, closer to themselves. The way we know each other, it’s different from seeing someone across a room, sharing a brief, coy smile, perhaps playing it cool and waiting for them to approach you, or asking a friend for an introduction. We have time. Over a decade now, since that day on a primary school trip to the farm, when I left my packed lunch on the long-departed coach. I was too ashamed to say anything. We weren’t friends but she could see I was holding myself awkwardly, while everyone else unpacked their sandwiches. I have extra, she whispered – her father was always scared what he gave would not be enough – and, sitting together, as if we had done so many times, she unpacked the contents of her lunchbox, enough for a sandwich, some fruit and a doughnut each.

There’s a trust between us, built from the time we’ve spent together: in our early years, racing each other up and down the same patch of playground until our legs could no longer carry us; taking trips to central in our early teens, her deep laughter the spine of our days, from Marble Arch to Oxford Circus to St James’s Park – Del, the soul and spirit of the group, our glue, until she grew tired, and then, with our secret signal, what became known between us as her double wink – she can’t wink, only blink, her eyes scrunched for a moment – we’d split, heading back towards Peckham, playing games to keep our tired bodies awake on the bus home. Nowadays, it is she and I, whenever we can, because it’s easy, because we want to, because we can. Recently, when her aunt is out, we’ll dig through her father’s records. We’ve known each other so long, I know her go-tos, depending on her mood: Bill Withers’s +’Justments, for tenderness; Bitches Brew, for its beautiful looseness, its courage; Curtis, when she needs to move. We’ve known each other so long, I know when she hears a sequence or phrase which pleases, her features will soften, taken by something like wonder. We’ve known each other so long I don’t know what name to give to this knowing.

‘Don’t be mad when someone else makes a move, that’s all I’m saying. Man, if you’re not on it, I might have to see what she’s saying.’

My body tenses before I have a chance to speak. The boyish grin is back.

‘See? Don’t wait, bro. You young people, lastminute.com. Do you want a beer?’

‘Nah, I’m good.’ Ray leaves me for a moment, leaves me with these feelings. When he returns with a beer for him, a juice for me, the clink of the bottlenecks, a deep swig from us both, Ray points at the screen, begins to tell me about the Ghanaian football team’s prospects in the upcoming World Cup. I nod along with his commentary and try to stay present, and still my mind drifts elsewhere: somewhere with Del, perhaps at hers with a record playing, something slow and warm and beautiful, where it’s she and I, and the time we have together. But Ray, always the brightest in every room, brings me back with ease, letting out a roar as someone scores on-screen, beginning to explain how and why the goal occurred.

As he speaks, I begin to realize that this kind of time with Ray is limited. It’s summer now and September will come and then I’ll be away at university. He’ll stay and I’ll go. I lean forwards in my seat, asking him questions. I cheer at the screen when he does. I ask more of his romantic escapades and laugh at the absurdity of his stories, let myself be warmed by his contagious grin.

I bask in my older brother’s shine.




3.

Because it’s summer, and we’re young until September, I’m not the only one starting their day late. As I cut through the estate, a man who could be my mirror tries to shut the door softly, winces as it lets out a small bang. He sees me seeing him, and shrugs, smiling, as if to say, ‘What am I to do?’, before adjusting the collar on his overshirt, walking off with a slight and beautiful lean to his steps. I follow his path, passing a group holding up the wall in an underpass, trying to decide which motive to touch tonight. I hear one of them insist on a party in Deptford. They gently rib and tease until the truth spills: he only wants to go because his crush will be there, he’s tired of waiting, he’s hoping to make a move. Calls from the chorus of ‘Why didn’t you say that then?’ Because it’s summer, and we’re all young until September, they’ll do anything for their brothers, blood or otherwise. Onwards, past the multisport area, where the footballers have arrived early, taking up the whole small pitch, one young man controlling the ball with such a delicate touch, as if it is his and only his and the rest of the players are borrowers. Past Uncle T’s where, because it’s summer, dub rattles glass, a whistle cuts through the narrow gap in the window. I catch a glimpse of his soft dreads, pulled up in a bun, revealing a kind face and a mouth full of gold. He sings like he’s singing to a lover at dusk, but I know it’s just him in the room. Bob Marley’s ‘Waiting in Vain’. I raise a hand in greeting, and he calls back, and in that moment, memory, image and possibility slide across one another. As in: Uncle T singing to an old lover; my father in his twenties, trying to decide at which end of London to party, to find freedom; me in a few years, trying not to bang the door of a stranger I’ve made the night familiar with. What becomes of time when summer arrives?

*

We’re sure my Auntie Yaa has the largest Afro-Caribbean shop in Peckham; in south London, maybe. Just off Rye Lane, head to the high street, on the corner, just before the library, and you’ll find her there. She stocks everything that people, away from home, trying to build something here, need. Yams and plantain and kenkey and fufu powder, garden eggs and okra and Scotch bonnets, dried fish by the box, Supermalt by the crate. For her, for many of us, food is not just sustenance but memory, nostalgia; a way to quell longing, a way to build new foundations. Auntie sends stuff back home too, allowing people to ship pieces of themselves for their loved ones to hold. There’s a regular, Dorcas, who once a month will send a box of cereals and confectioneries back to her sister in Ghana, ginger snaps and Weetabix and Tetley tea. Dorcas always says she was responsible for the shopping, so she hopes it will feel like she never left. Before sealing the box, she places a photo of herself atop the food, so it is her smile which greets her sister on arrival.

At the door, you’ll find Uncle D, who is no blood relation to anyone and yet related to everyone. He’s a joyous man in middle age, always wearing aviators with clear lenses. I’ve never known if he’s officially employed by the shop, but early afternoon, you’ll find him shuffling and sweeping, pointing out items to customers, smiling and laughing. Come evening time, a Guinness in hand, a bottle or two a day. I would say he’s the shop’s security but the one time when he might’ve been called into action, when Ray’s friend Koby ran into the shop, breathless and begging for somewhere to hide, and a few minutes later, several boys came in, demanding we hand Koby over, Uncle stood broad and tall but Auntie shooed him away. Instead, she asked after each of the boys’ parents, then enquired about them. Who was doing what at school, who had scored the winning goal in the match that weekend? Auntie understood that anger was a necessary emotion but often it was misdirected; and its misdirection was how the death we knew in multitudes multiplied further, and much of this misdirection emerged from not having space. She held this brief court and sent them home with shea butter for their hair, meat pies for their hunger.

I’m manning the counter when Del wobbles in, flushed from the heat. She balances the case of her double bass against a free patch of wall and, making her way through the small maze of tables, comes towards the counter. A chain with a tiny pendant – her father’s – swings from her neck. The light has made her eyes wide and open, a slight smile on her features. She’s beautiful. I want to say this to her, but outside of song and film, I’ve never heard this spoken. Still, in the moment, I’m closer to her, perhaps because I’m closer to myself, closer to knowing how I feel about her.

I must be staring because she asks, ‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

She doesn’t push, instead taking a place at the counter. I undo the cap on a bottle of Fanta, half the bottle over ice. She drinks, deeply, before spinning in her seat to face the shop as I see it. There’s a couple with eyes only for each other, their hands clasped in the middle of the table; another pair play cards, seemingly locked in stalemate; and a woman, pen in hand, scribbling into a notebook. ‘Peace on Earth’ by Ebo Taylor trails us in the background.

‘What do you reckon is going on there?’ I ask, quietly.

‘He messed up and she’s finally forgiven him.’

‘How do you know it was him?’

‘He always messes up. Don’t be offended. Just how it goes.’

‘Whatever. And the others?’

‘I reckon … they’re friends. About to move in together. Winner gets the largest room. And that woman is … writing a story.’

‘About?’

‘Two young people in the summertime.’

‘Sounds like us.’

‘Might be.’ She shrugs, smiling. ‘But everyone’s younger in the summertime.’ She swings round to face me, as Auntie Yaa emerges from the back room, and I am briefly forgotten. They hold each other’s faces in soft palms; greeting like sisters. Auntie Yaa lost her parents in similar fashion to Del; a mother who didn’t make it through childbirth, a father who held on for as long as he could, but eventually lost the battle with his mirror. Auntie Yaa and Del, they are held together by some unknown I could never know.

‘And how are you?’

‘I’m fine, Auntie.’

‘Have you heard yet?’

‘Not yet.’

‘You will.’

My and Del’s heads dip. We’ve both applied for music school. Even with a student loan, it will only be possible with a scholarship, which, with each passing day without news, seems less and less likely. Only a handful are available. It feels arbitrary to rely on a small group to decide whether we are good enough, when, until this point, much of our judgement relied on feeling.

Del and I mostly jam with a group on evenings and weekends. We’ve been doing so for the past few years. We are told it’s jazz we’re playing but if asked what that means, we’d probably point to each other and shrug and grin. It’s not that we don’t know, it’s just that we don’t know how to explain this strange expression of improvisation, where we enter a space and lean into the unknown. Theo usually starts us off, something quick and sure, the knock of his drums a call to attention. Del will follow, her thick bass notes like walls, building a place for us to move into, and I’ll dart inside this house she has made, sneaking notes through with my trumpet. All of us local, we converge wherever we can be housed: in school rehearsal rooms, music studios someone has slid us the keys to, or usually, someone’s kitchen or garage. One time, we crammed into two cars and drove a little further south, to Beckenham Place Park, with its grounds which sprawl endlessly. It was spring and new life seemed to be blossoming, everywhere. Everything was possible. We dragged our instruments, deep into the wooded area, and formed a circle, sending sounds into the trees. Just before we started playing, someone placed a recorder in the middle of our small gathering, not because we didn’t think we would remember, but because we didn’t want to forget.

As we were playing, my fingers slipped, an odd note coming from my horn. The mistake didn’t go unnoticed, but we continued on. It made me grateful for the freedom to be in that space, to make a mistake; and how that mistake might be beautiful to the right ear; how Del heard that odd note and followed with her own, adjusting her thrum; how the rest of us followed that twist and shift, surrendering to whatever unknown we were going towards. It was there that I noticed I only really knew myself in song. In the quiet, in the freedom, in the surrender.

Afterwards, as we trailed back to the cars, spent and yet still so full, we said things like ‘I didn’t know I needed that’ and ‘that was a spiritual experience.’ We – Del and I – have been trying to tap into that spiritual now, to have optimism, faith. But the wait is hard. Especially when, on the other side of that wait might be us going separate ways, an idea we’ve never broached, always assuming, somehow, we’ll be close to one another. Neither of us want to ask what happens then; if these last days of school, of summer, are the last days we’ll have to be close.

As if she knows what’s on our hearts, Auntie Yaa says, ‘The wait will be worth it.’ She shuffles away and Del glances at the clock.

‘I better dip too,’ she says.

‘So soon?’

‘Said I’d jam with Theo and them man. Only came to see you.’

‘Wait!’

‘Yeah?’

‘Are you … are you going to prom with anyone?’

‘Erm …’ She gazes down, considering how to say what she needs to. My heart breaks a little in the silence.

‘Someone already asked you,’ I say, not accusation, but fact.

‘Yeah. Johnny did. Yesterday.’ Johnny, a guitarist, often jams with us. Somehow, having shared these small intimacies with him makes what I’m feeling worse, but I say nothing of this to Del. And what is there to say? ‘That’s cool,’ I say.

‘I just assumed as you hadn’t asked, you’d made other plans—’

‘Yeah, no … erm …’ I shrug. Neither of us can meet the other’s gaze.

‘And anyway, it doesn’t really mean anything, does it?’

‘No.’ I wonder if either of us believe that. There’s another pause that neither of us want to go towards. Del diverts elsewhere.

‘We’ll have fun. You owe me a dance, anyway.’

‘Huh?’

‘Your cousin’s wedding? You refused to dance with me.’

‘I didn’t refuse, I was too drunk.’

‘Whatever.’ She lets out an exhale, as if not realizing she had been holding her breath. ‘I’ll erm …’ She looks down once more, before meeting my gaze. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘Yeah,’ I nod. ‘In a bit.’

She turns away from me, fetching her double bass on the way out, turning to give a wave before leaving. I gaze into the mirror nailed into the wall by the side of the bar, wondering if it will give me answers. Something has changed, shifted between us; or maybe, it had always been this way, just we’ve chosen now to see it.




4.

‘Told you not to wait, man,’ Raymond says, adjusting my collar, pulling my tie in tight. I let out a heavy sigh. I feel like I’ve lost something. Ray sees this and tries not to fill the space, but spin me away from it. ‘No matter, bro. Prom night! Don’t come home unless,’ he begins to count out on his fingers, ‘you’re drunk, you lipsed someone, or both.’

My boy, Nam, hears from his date the girls are getting ready together, so he comes over to mine. He invites Jeremiah, I invite Jimmy. They invite Tony and Kwame. Soon, a group of boys on the cusp of something – not quite adulthood, but that place between, where anything seems possible – converge in my living room. Soon, we’re teasing Jeremiah about the purple velvet suit he’s chosen, poking light fun at Kwame’s decision to wear his afro in pigtails. Soon, we’re revelling in our excitement, trying to beat away any nerves. Soon, my father is passing out beers to each of us, because these are moments in which he thrives, where he can care for those around him with ease. He perches on the edge of the sofa, his own drink in hand, something stronger, telling joyful stories of parties in his twenties, those nights which never seemed to end.

Mum asks each of us to shuffle in so that we fit in the frame for a photo. I wonder what she sees in this moment, what she wants to commit to celluloid, what she might want to hold, forever. I know that I am eighteen, the same age she was when she arrived in London. I wonder, then, if this is a nostalgia for a time my parents never knew, that period between childhood and adulthood skipped, responsibility coaxing them away from carefree.

*

Pops has a friend at a local taxi agency, so he books one we can all fit into. As we’re leaving, he shakes my hand with a slightly closed fist, slipping a twenty-pound note into my own. From the doorstep, Mum only holds her face, and smiles. As the taxi slides through London, we pass scores of people spilling out of pubs and bars, or queuing for concerts, or just on their way elsewhere. It’s hard not to see this energy, and for my quietness to become excitement. By the time we’ve hit central, the radio has been switched to Choice FM, and we’re loud and boisterous and beautiful, listening in as the DJ spins back to the nineties, to garage, music our fathers swear by. ‘A Little Bit of Luck’ spins into ‘Booo!’. By the time Craig David’s ‘Rewind’ is wheeled up, on air, for the third time, we are threatening to spill from our seats, calling for the DJ, who can’t hear us, to play it again, play it again.

On arrival, we follow the stream of people and sound, that same excitable
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