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			If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?

			– 1 John 4:20

			St Barnabas Baptist Church was the largest building on Stapleton Road. It towered two storeys above Viv’s, and its spires climbed higher still. It was built during a time where the regulars would have covered their noses with handkerchiefs and politely moved from the pews where the current attendees sat.

			Now it watched over the punters, trappers, drug abusers and mentally ill with the silent disapproval of a wayward father re-entering his child’s life and finding an adult far from whom he had imagined his child would become. In his children he had foreseen godly men. Men of the good book. Oh, what disappointments they had become: hypocrites and backsliders.

			I found Winnie on the steps.

			‘Yo cuzzy,’ she shouted, quickly moving to block my path. She wore jeans that stopped way shy of her ankles and hips, and a brown faux leather jacket with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. Her lips were cracked and her hair stiff like parched wool. ‘You got anythink for me fam anythink at all money or food I don’t mind I seent your girl’s dad a minute ago.’

			‘Is he inside?’

			‘Nah he just left in a hurry looking like that man that carries the world on his back what’s his face some Greek mythology person Antman or sup’m I don’t know I seent your girl and her mum last week too Shona’s real real pretty pretty like an angel she is ain’t she I think that every time I seen her enuh?’

			‘Did her pops say anyting to you?’

			‘Nah nah he didn’t say nothink to me but he gave me these.’ She showed me her palm. He’d given her five pounds in silvers, so I added another five.

			‘You sure my man didn’t say nutun?’ I asked again. It was always best to check twice with Winnie. ‘Didn’t mention he was meetin man? What it was about or nutun?’

			‘Yeah yeah I’m sure Sayon man I told you I’m sure he ain’t say nothink.’

			‘Say nutun. What you sayin, you ate today?’

			‘Nah nah you know sometimes I forget init.’ She shifted on the balls of her feet and repeatedly re-counted her change. She rarely paused for breath. ‘Just been busy you know praying talking to God making sure he know I’m all right cos you know Jesus cares about us init you me Midnight Hakim Shona’s parents Erica your daddy Nanny and the rest of our family too Killa Calvin we’re sinners all sinners you know but Jesus washed Jesus washed and washed our sins away you know dat init yeah you know that her dad let me inside his church the other day enuh?

			‘Yeah, I seent him the other day and he axed me to help him move a couple chairs and gave me some food real food not your food that wouldn’t make any sense if Pastor gave me dat kind of food den he’d go to Hell not Heaven and dat wouldn’t make any sense cos dem guys done the place up nice since I last seent it init lick of paint does wonders init?’

			I might have asked Winnie if she’d heard anything about Cordell – after all, bitties were the biggest gossips – but I didn’t want to keep the pastor waiting. If I didn’t leave, I would end up taking her across the city to collect God knows what from God knows who. I gave her the little food I had left and cut.

			Like my papa, Shona’s papa was a pastor. The pastor of the baptist church whose steps Winnie called home. And the pastor of the church whose eyes fell hot on my back as I travelled further and further down the road.

			The right honourable Pastor Lyle Jennings.

			A car sped past, almost hitting the kerb, and it drew me from the intimacy of my thoughts. It didn’t slow, but I glimpsed my cousin Cuba in the passenger seat. He saw me too and stuck his head from the window with a grin, signalling that they’d spin back in a second. I waved and crossed the street as the whip disappeared as quickly as it had come.

			Cousins were raised as siblings in the Hughes family.

			As the oldest living family member, Nanny was the matriarch and everyone did as she said. She bickered with the men in the yard and seasoned food with the women. And she told us to get along, so we did.

			That was how Aunty Paulette’s second son, Cuba, became my brother.

			Cuba and I were born a few months apart. I was in the year above at school, but age ain’t nutun but a number and neither of us cared. He was wise beyond his years. We were like twins, though I was red and he was black like treated sugar beets. The rest of our cousins were either red like me or lighter skinned and they used to mock his blackness sup’m fierce; they called him A-Quarter-Past-Midnight, Midnight and The-Dead-of-Night. Nanny too. Cuba was dark like her papa and that didn’t sit well in her spirit, but since it got under his skin I never joined them.

			Both Cuba and I were around the six-foot mark, with short hair that faded to skin. We could sleep for a matter of minutes and would never get bags under our eyes. Our skin was gloss, with or without lotion. We were smooth criminals and butter wouldn’t melt in our mouths.

			Every one of my cousins was raised at Nanny’s and we all had spent varying degrees of time there as yutes, but none more so than Cuba and me. My parents were never much taken with this world, and by extension their only child. And when Aunty Paulette was free and sober enough to take care of Cuba, her unease with the responsibilities of motherhood made her beat him shades of blue like Black boys in moonlight.

			The closeness of our age and the vast amounts of time we had spent together were reflected in our kinship. We walked to school and back together. Ate and bathed together. We liked the same stories and sports teams, the same treats, and were drawn to the same people. We were close with the rest of our cousins, but that was always who they were to us: the rest.

			When I was six and Cuba five, the two of us would make a game of climbing Winnie’s back and racing through the house like Black cowboys at high noon.

			One time, Winnie tripped and knocked Cuba’s big brother Jamaal to the floor. Dazed, Jamaal reached for whatever his hand landed on and it landed on me. Whilst he mounted and begun beating me, Winnie took off upstairs and Cuba bolted for the kitchen. He came back with a knife and buried it in his brother’s leg.

			Even at that young age, riding Winnie’s back, playing penny on the wall and pretending to be a grown-up, I knew that I could kill for him. After all, there was no one I loved more on Earth or in Heaven. Except I hadn’t thought that my conviction would one day be tested, especially against someone I’d once considered a friend.
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			A Song of Ascents. Of David. Behold, how good and pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!

			– Psalms 133:1

			Across from Viv’s was another shop I always made sure to give custom: a bakery owned by Cuba’s and my older cousin, Hakim, and his Somali wife, Elia, a girl I went to school with and one of my dearest friends. Theirs was a relationship I took great pride in, since I had orchestrated it. And since Viv was busy, and I was still intent on distracting myself, I decided to drop in.

			Their shop front was painted misty blue, and their glass door was marked with a white star. They kept their produce on thick wooden shelves behind clear plastic lids. On display was a mixture of East African and Italian sweet and savoury pastries, giant ribbed loaves of black olive bread and snacks to eat on the go. They had small vats filled with mahamri or buur – puffy doughnuts which they served with chai – xalwa, quumbo, plain doolsho and malawax made with cardamom.

			They had trays of torrone – egg whites whipped, sweetened with honey and mixed with almonds – next to amaretti and sfogliatella. On the glass counter, above the birthday cakes and statement pieces, they had a heated cabinet stacked with caanjero. They offered the sourdough pancakes with butter and sugar, or they gave you a Styrofoam cup of stew to take on your way. Pastries and sweet things weren’t really Jamaica’s speciality, but they sold festivals and bulla cake, as well as pineapple and banana fritters.

			The door sang as I pushed it open, and immediately I was hit by two things: the sweetness of the air, and the homeliness of Elia’s smile as she poked her head from the backroom. ‘Sayon,’ she beamed, drying her hands on her apron and coming from behind the counter to bundle me in a comfy embosom. She released me after a long while and cupped her hand against my cheek, I smiled despite myself, and allowed her her mothering.

			Elia was a tall woman. Tall enough to look me in the eye. She was never without a headscarf, whose colours were a mixture of pinks, blacks and oranges; nor was she ever without a blue-beaded bracelet that spelt her name in white.

			She had a sharp jawline with high cheekbones and a pokey nose. We were of opposite complexions since she was clarinet-black like Cuba, but we were often of like mind. She had a disarming loveliness that was difficult to place. It made you feel at ease, even when her upper lip quivered into a smirk and she tenderly mocked you, as she frequently did. Despite life’s many hardships, she never failed to greet me with a smile and enough warmth to heat a wintry room.

			Aside from Shona and me, Elia was one of the few Black yutes that had always been in the higher sets at school. During break the three of us would rush to one another, our results held high above our heads. We would compare and jockey for the best marks, swapping trash talk and promising to outdo each other the next time.

			In many ways and for many years, Elia had been the groyne against the force of my temper. We lived decidedly different lives, and made choices that seemed alien to one another, yet judgement had never clouded her love for me, or mine for her.

			Years ago, Elia and Hakim had spent their savings on the renting and licensing of the bakery, so I had offered to help with the apparatus and other equipment, but the way in which I earned my money was a problem for them. It took Hakim weeks to swallow his pride; whereas Elia quickly understood it to be a necessity. She wanted the bakery not only as a business and profession, but as a statement of their new love and life together.

			I remembered a time, not long after they’d moved into the bakery, where I tested Elia’s morality and our friendship – not through any will of my own; the feds forced my hand. I had one of Cuba’s lines for the day and was moving dark when CIDs tried to arrest me.

			I was near Stapes and managed to outrun the feds, so I burst in, begging Elia for a place to park the food. Anyone else might have turned me away. The bakery was to be her and her husband’s life’s work, the driving force that got them out of bed each morning, but Elia was different.

			‘Give it here,’ she said; then she took the heroin and flung it in the fire, its slightly acidic smell lost amongst the breads and pastries.

			I was arrested, but not charged. And when I left the station I was filled with more respect for Elia than ever.

			My cousin heard our voices and joined us in the front. Hakim was taller than his wife, much paler too. He had a well-built chest and arms, thanks to his time in youth offenders’, skinny legs like a true yardman and the recent makings of a stomach.

			He had a wide face and short hair. We used to call him ‘big head’ when we were younger, until the day he forced us all to swallow hot pepper sauce and gave us Chinese burns. Before he reverted he was clean-shaven, unable to grow a beard, now he had enough hair on his face to pass for a Saudi prince, and he tried to convert the beardless amongst the Hugheses with promises of sideburns and bristles.

			‘Sidee tahay, lil man,’ he called, greeting me in Somali. He was the only person I let address me as ‘lil man’ – anyone else would’ve been asking for trouble. On his left wrist he wore a beaded bracelet depicting Somalia’s flag; a present from Elia. And a silver silhouette of the Jamaican island hung around his neck.

			‘Waan fiicanahay,’ I replied, embracing him warmly. Other than my mama, Hakim was the only other family member to find a way out, and that was thanks, in no small part, to Elia.

			When the pair had married both our communities had shown up, and in a city like mine, that had meant reaching deep into their pockets. I helped where they let me but again, since Hakim took issue with my money, I could only do so much.

			‘What can I get you for today, lil man?’ Hakim asked as he returned behind the till and Elia left for the back room. No matter how many years passed it was still a shock seeing him aproned and earning legal money. I still remembered the times when he was as badbruk as the rest of us, worse even, because it was Hakim who showed the youngers how to manoeuvre in the streets, from Jamaal, to his younger brothers Hosea and Killa, right down to Cuba and me.

			‘Beg you buss man a couple caanjeros and some stew,’ I said. ‘Man need sup’m warm to calm man down, blud.’

			‘What’s up?’ He frowned, ever the protector, but I couldn’t tell him. He had his own family now, and this was something I had to handle alone. Besides, since his reversion he had taken to lecturing Cuba and me about our lifestyle whenever the opportunity presented itself. Recently, it had got so bad that Cuba was actively avoiding him.

			‘Winnie said she hasn’t eaten; wagwan, you can’t give her nutun?’ I said, changing the subject.

			Hakim kissed his teeth. ‘I feed that girl whenever she stops by. She was only here this morning, init Elia? Was outside the front when we came from home.’ There was an often-vacant flat above the bakery, but when Elia and Hakim were first looking for a place to live they decided it was too badly maintained for them, so they moved from their respective parents’ homes to the nearby Barton Hill area and rented the bakery alone. ‘Winnie don’t know what day it is, akh,’ said Hakim, and Elia hummed her concurrence from the kitchen.

			‘Shit’s sad,’ I said.

			‘She’ll find her feet, insha’Allah,’ Hakim said. ‘We all have demons we’re running from – Winnie more than most.’

			Elia appeared behind him and leant an elbow on the counter. ‘So, how’s my favourite couple?’ she said. ‘Shona still running rings around you?’ Elia never failed to check on us. In fact, whenever anyone asked how I was and what I had been up to, they would ask after Shona too. That’s how people knew us: Sayon and Shona.

			I couldn’t help but smile. It felt good to be asked after as a package, and best when it was Elia asking. ‘We’re good, enuh. Her artist, Chenaniah, has one concert in Brum, so dey’ve gone up deh wid her marge. Her pops went too, but he’s back now.’ My mood darkened. ‘Came home early.’

			‘Masha’Allah. That woman can’t keep still,’ Elia smiled, completely missing my change in tone; I was glad of it. ‘She’s gonna do big things in this life, insha’Allah. Well, even bigger things than she already is.’

			I agreed. There wasn’t a more driven individual in the world than my Shona. She had a vision to realise and no one, but no one, could stop her.

			When it came to paying for the food we had a routine. They would tell me I didn’t need to pay; I wouldn’t hear it. They would sneak an extra caanjero or festival into the foil and a ten sheet would accidentally fall from my pocket as I left. Eventually, we agreed upon a foolproof system. They could give me as much food as they saw fit, and in return I could put my money into the charity boxes; they had to empty the coffers every week.

			We said our salaams and I continued on, the stew in the Styrofoam singeing the skin on my fingers.

			An ostentation of Whites stepped from the number twenty-four bus, probably headed to St Marks Road or one of the few other places where they felt safe. That said, these days you saw them more frequently. Different types of White people too. Seven years ago the only White people you saw in Ends had Black children, dreads or drug addictions. Now there were proper-looking White people who were opening businesses and speaking about the area as if it were their own, as if they didn’t come to leech the community and stroke their liberalistic phalluses.

			It was strange watching your neighbourhood dilute. You felt helplessness and vexation; at the same time, you told yourself you were being overly emotional and attaching sentiment to an area you neither owned nor were really from. Some days it felt like an invasion, others it felt like an unfortunate inevitability. History would be the first to tell us that when White people saw something they liked, they took it.

			My people would say, ‘Watch out fi dem; dem nuh like wi.’

			Somalis said, ‘Cadaanka iska ilaali.’

			We all had little sayings warning us from their company.

			Lost in my thoughts and my food, I didn’t notice a speeding Scirocco pull on to the pavement until Cuba hopped from the passenger seat. He had a bruised eye, a busted lip and thin cuts along his dark cheekbone.

			My mouth was full of bread and stew, so I nodded my hello.

			‘Yo, family,’ he grinned, as he leant against the open car door. I smiled back. Cuba and his too-cool-for-school ways amused me no end. He was wearing a puffer jacket and black beanie in June. He looked like a cartoon character about to rob a bank.

			‘Why you wearin dat, akh?’ I laughed, swallowing my mouthful. He checked to see what it was that he was wearing, as if he hadn’t dressed himself, then his grin widened.

			‘Black like man’s heart init, you know my ting, cuz.’

			Our heads turned in unison as two unmarked police cars swept down the road. Once they were gone Cuba tried to reignite our laughter, but just like in the bakery my sobriety returned. I could see the on-duty officers watching us from beside the police tape. And I was certain they knew who we were.

			‘Yo,’ I said, keeping my voice low so as not to be heard. ‘I asked a couple yutes whether dey’d heard nutun, but they hadn’t. You reckon—’

			‘Sayon, shut the fuck up, man,’ Cuba hissed. ‘What’s wrong wid you, blud?’

			‘My bad,’ I said, and changed the subject. ‘I just seen your marge, fam.’

			‘Oh yeah?’ he said, still irritable and with about as much concern as a city pigeon. ‘Where?’

			‘Bottom of Stapes.’

			‘She ask you for ps?’

			I nodded.

			He screwed his face and kissed his teeth. ‘What you sayin, you give it to her?’

			I nodded again.

			‘Chuhh. How much?’ He reached into his pocket and pulled a roll of money thicker than mine.

			‘Don’t worry bout it, g,’ I said, but he ignored my protests and stuffed a handful of notes into my trouser pocket.

			‘Don’t know why she won’t ask me for it, cuz,’ he said, ‘and you need to stop givin ps out like you ain’t tryna save.’ He took a pre-roll that was tucked into his beanie and put it between his swollen lips. ‘More time she knows man’ll give it to her if she just asks. Why’s she moving dumb for?’

			Cuba knew as well as I did why Aunty Paulette would never ask him for money: he intimidated her. When he was a child she was fine punctuating her points with punishment and she would often leave on long absences, whether for prison or fancy; but each time she came back, he was more of a man, and she couldn’t punish him any more.

			Children often hold their parents to a standard they are unworthy of. They place them upon pedestals and the parents balance precariously until the moment they fall. But Cuba and I were under no illusion. I had left that in Nanny’s daycare, and I suspected Cuba had left it in the womb. Childhood and innocence are only synonymous to the privileged.

			Cuba barked and slapped the roof of the car. ‘Ay, you know Killa’s cut his plaits?’

			‘Which Killa?’

			‘Killa, our cousin fam; Hakim’s brudda, Uncle Marlon’s yute, fuck you mean which Killa? Wagwan for you, blud?’

			‘Say wallahi?’ I said, face cracking into a smile. Repeated nicknames were very much a thing in Ends, and there were a number of people around the way who went by the name Killa or some variation; Big Killa, Tiny Killa, Killa Cam, then our Killa, who had been growing his hair from birth, probably in an attempt to garner some individuality. ‘How come?’ I asked. Cuba fetched a lighter from the car seat and lit the reefer.

			He took a second before replying. ‘Fuckin needs a job,’ he explained. ‘I told man come work for me but man said he’s tryin dis nine-to-five ting now, akh. Got a durag on and everyting, think man’s tryna get waves or some shit. Change his whole shit around. Tryna escape Ends, more time. I tried telling man it’s impossible, but he wasn’t tryna hear it. Once you’re fully in dis world only a few can leave fam, and he ain’t one of dem.’

			‘I’m just comin from Hakim’s now.’

			‘Yeah? He try tell you bout Allah again?’ Cuba kissed his teeth and laughed. ‘I don’t know wagwan for my man, come like every time he sees man he’s wearin a fuckin thobe and chattin dis Islam shit, big man up doe, changed his life around and dat, but now it come like Killa’s tryna do the same ting, blud,’ he puffed, ‘but like I said it won’t work for him, doe.’

			Whilst Cuba spoke I leant into the car.

			From the stereo Youngs Teflon sang lyrics I knew well. I recognised the driver who nodded at me, but not the three yutes in the back. They looked young, and the boy in the middle youngest of all. He must have been around the same age as the two yutes who were in Viv’s store, maybe a bit older. He was black like the seatbelt that ran across his chest and waist. And he had a thin frame and a fat lip to match my cousin’s. His eyes met mine and in an instant pleaded for some kind of intervention. I might have ignored him under different circumstances, but my paranoia wouldn’t let it rest.

			‘Wagwan?’ I whispered to Cuba, nodding towards the shook yute.

			‘Nutun,’ he said. ‘Tyin some loose ends.’ He gave me a steely look that said he would flesh out the details later, and that was that. ‘What about you, where you goin to?’

			‘Shona’s.’

			‘Oh rah – is she back?’

			‘Nah nah, her pops asked man to come round and eat a food still.’

			Cuba frowned. ‘Sup’m wrong?’

			‘I don’t think so.’ But her father’s invitation had been playing on my mind too. Both he and his wife had gone with Shona to the concert, and they weren’t supposed to be back until tomorrow. But here he was: home, alone.

			I had known him for most of my life; like my papa he was the pastor of a church (though my papa’s was Pentecostal) and he had known my nanny from when they were yutes. But Shona was out of the city, and never before had her father and I met alone.

			Cuba and co. went their way and I mine. By then my caanjeros were limp, so I binned them as I walked the length of Stapes and came to the end of my journey. But as I passed Nanny’s, a familiar memory came to mind.
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			For we must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ, that each one may receive the things done in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.

			– 2 Corinthians 5:10

			‘It would be a cold day in hell . . .’

			‘Hell would freeze over . . .’

			It was easy to swear on a place you never believed yourself destined, but there was no way in hell I would ever snitch. That, however, was a difficult thing to prove to someone whose freedom was reliant upon your silence.

			I was eleven the first time I saw a man murdered.

			A random act of violence, a stone’s throw from Stapleton Road, on the night of St Pauls Carnival. Earlier that afternoon our older cousins, who were supposed to have been supervising us, handed Cuba and me a bill each and cut in search of wickedness and women.

			The two of us spent the day at the carnival; unchaperoned, gorging ourselves on white rice and oxtail, playing knock-knock-ginger and making general nuisances of ourselves. Despite the money in our pockets, there wasn’t a stall we didn’t siphon something from; even if it was simply a packet of sugarcane or a goatskin drum.

			The carnival was the only time of year when the city’s blackness manifested in such magnitude. Small island flags hung from open windows, front yards became shubz, trifling dreads stood upon sound systems bawling raw patois to nobody in particular and basslines swept through the people’s hearts, the full moon to their midnight currents.

			To a child, it was a riot of colour and fun.

			Every now and then we would cross paths with an aunty or an uncle who would busily involve themselves with a lover or their bredrins and pretend they didn’t see us. As far as they were concerned, it was their day off from family or any family-related matters.

			My cousin Bunny and Uncle Calvin were prime examples: the four times we bumped into them they had their arms slung around different brightly coloured wig-wearing women, and they pushed us aside with ten-pound notes, indifferent to the blood we shared.

			As the day grew long the numbers dwindled and the demographic became younger and darker. The Whites retreated to Stokes Croft, the streetlights called children home and the city’s Caribbean youth came to the forefront. From the stroke of midnight only dancehall was heard, and love – or lust – became the only agendas.

			Cuba and I were sitting on a wall eating sweet plantain chips when we saw Jamaal, Hakim and his brothers Hosea and Killa hustle three yutes into a side street. We followed them and found our family rifling through the yutes’ pockets, taking watches from their wrists and comparing shoe sizes. One of the more brazen yutes tried to make a break for it and ended up with Killa’s knee in his back and a flicky at his neck.

			Cuba stepped from the shadows and his brother’s head snapped towards us as if he were a mongrel being caught mounting his neighbour’s bitch.

			‘You man get the fuck out of here!’ he said.

			‘Nah, let Midnight and Sayon eat,’ said Hakim, which made Jamaal relent, and he reluctantly handed us some of their newly acquired gains. I took the ps and thought it time well spent, but Cuba had other ideas; he hawked and spat phlegm on to the ground and sneered after Killa.

			‘Why you usin a shank on civilians for, you pussy?’

			‘Get the fuck out of here,’ Jamaal said again. He took a menacing step towards us so we left, our pockets fatter than they had been before.

			‘Do you reckon dem man are involved?’ Cuba asked as we counted our money.

			‘Who?’

			‘Dem man dat deh robbin?’

			‘Dunno fam, who cares?’

			‘If dey ain’t involved dey shouldn’t rob dem like dat, bro – wid shanks and dat.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Dey ain’t from dis world init. It ain’t right, blud.’

			‘What world?’

			‘Dis world, bro. Our world. Dey don’t understand wagwan.’

			‘Who would understand gettin jacked, doe? I wouldn’t let no one jack man cos man ain’t no victim, you get me? I ain’t no pussy. If dey robbed man I’d rob dem back, init. If dey shanked man, or done man dirty I’d do dem back, init. Like the Bible says: an eye for an eye, fam.’

			‘Yeah, dat’s what man’s sayin, doe. You think like dat cos you’re from dis world, akh. Dem man are just gonna go run tell feds, den as soon as dey tell feds deh in our world and we got our own rules, like you said: an eye for an eye. But anyway—’ he handed me his share of the money.

			‘What’s dis for?’ I asked.

			He frowned at me as though it were obvious. ‘For the yard, init.’

			I had no time to thank him; our cousins came sprinting past with feds hot on their tails. We may not have done the robbing but we had profited from the victims’ undoing so we cut short our conversation and ran. As luck dictated, I lost Cuba in the mix and was forced to wait for him beside the bridge that led back to Stapes.

			There was a park on the other side of the bridge with a basketball court and goalposts. At night the area became so dark you could hardly see beyond your hand, and earlier that year a young father had hanged himself from one of the beeches that bordered the path.

			Finally, after what seemed an age, I saw Cuba wandering up the road and thought it would be funny to lurk in the bushes and surprise him. I crossed the bridge, found a hiding spot and took my place. But it wasn’t Cuba who came across the bridge, it was a man and woman, and they were arguing.

			I knew the woman’s face, she lived not too far from Nanny’s, and the man’s too, he was a regular at the pubs along Stapleton Road. They were waifs, prone to all manner of degradation, and lived without respect from the neighbourhood they clung to. Their shouting matches in the early hours of the morning were legendary, and once Hakim and Jamaal had to stop him from pummelling her with his push bike.

			They spilled on to the path like cornmeal over the side of a pan, slowed by the wine the woman held. Their words were hushed yet rowdy, like only drunkards could manage. The man pulled the woman closer and told her the things he wanted to do to her, the woman pushed away. He pulled her closer, she pushed away. He pushed her to the path so she broke the wine bottle and slit his throat.

			I ran from my hiding place, ignoring the woman’s wails as a moment of sobriety revealed what merriness had masked. Then a hiccup took her voice as she realised she had been seen.

			I didn’t stop running until I reached home.

			Nanny’s was empty aside from Uncle Michael and Winnie; the rest of the family wouldn’t be back until morning. I tucked myself into bed and desperately tried to forget the blood spitting from his neck.

			Disturbed by my arrival, Winnie intruded to ask why I was home so early but before I could respond there was a knock at the front door. I bade Winnie answer and crept downstairs to watch from a placket in the curtains.

			It was the woman, and she still had the broken bottle in hand, dripping with blood or wine, I didn’t know which.

			Winnie did her best to persuade her that I wasn’t home, but she was only capable of so much and the crazed woman pushed her aside. She strode through the kitchen hollering for me to show myself so that she could explain that I hadn’t seen what I’d seen. Whilst I hid behind the curtain Uncle Michael stayed behind his music and Winnie watched from the door. I had heard it said that violence was never the answer, but the threat of violence certainly could be: Cuba came bursting through the front door, dripping with sweat and promising death to anyone who had laid a finger on me, and anyone who had allowed another to do so.

			He grabbed the same kitchen knife he had stabbed Jamaal with and chased the woman out of the house and back to St Pauls. She was arrested that night for the murder of her partner and, as far as I know, is still in prison.

			It was a story that often came to mind whenever I felt uneasy, and one that I’d long ceased trying to be rid of. I clenched my jaw and continued past Nanny’s and headed up one of Stapleton Road’s tributaries, where Shona lived. Her front garden ran from pavement to door, so I climbed the steps and walked the garden path, anxious to discover why the pastor had returned home early and exactly what our meeting was about.

			Her mama kept a tidy home and their front garth was no exception; the hedges were trimmed and the grass mown, flowerbeds sprouted from either side of the path and there wasn’t a weed or an empty Magnum bottle in sight. It was prim and proper, but the closer I came to the doorbell the more I could feel the police at my back and the knot in my stomach tighten, and the more I wished that Shona was home.

			I would be given twenty-five years if they found me. And since they would certainly deny me parole, I would come out a middle-aged man. Spent and Shona-less. Truthfully, I had only one recourse, and that was to avoid Her Majesty’s justice by any means. And in order to do so I had to maintain the perfect façade, at least until the house-atop-the-hill was mine, and Ends was but a fragile memory.

			It would be easy to convince acquaintances of my innocence, because they had only my spirit to go by. And it would be an even simpler task to deceive my loved ones, because they would want nothing more than to believe in me. But the pastor was neither of these things; and more than most, I had to keep him in the dark.
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			I have come to my garden, my sister, my spouse; I have gathered my myrrh with my spice; I have eaten my honeycomb with my honey; I have drunk my wine with my milk.

			– Song of Solomon 5:1

			I first met Shona when she was a little girl and I a little boy, five years before the carnival incident and not long after my mama first took me to the house-atop-the-hill in Clifton.

			My nanny didn’t believe in nursery or preschool, and being a largely uneducated woman who had raised her own siblings and owned her own home, she had the same contempt for all levels of education. What could they possibly teach her grandchild that she couldn’t? Eventually, however, she let my mama send me to the reception class at the local primary school.

			It was there I first saw her, sitting cross-legged on the scratchy blue carpet. She turned with the rest of the class as I was introduced by our teacher. Her hair was parted and savagely pulled into four thick twists and her brown skin shone shinier than her shoes. She wore red cube-shaped bobbles at the tips of her twists that rattled as they knocked against one another and she had multi-coloured bows tied at the tops.

			When our teacher asked who wanted to show me around the school her hand shot up. There were other yutes too, boys and girls who wanted the opportunity to exercise some level of freedom and miss an hour of school. Perhaps I was being unfair and they were only trying to be my friend, but when asked I couldn’t answer quickly enough. I pointed at Shona and remember the boys huffing and muttering about where my loyalties lay. Shona leapt to her feet, straightened her green-and-white gingham pinafore, and tried her best to appear reserved, but as soon as the door closed her personality let loose.

			‘Oh thank you for choosing me, Sayon. I thought you were going to choose Maleeka. She’s such a liar and a teacher’s pet. I told my daddy and he said to just ignore her. Let’s go.’ She took me by the hand and we dashed along the corridors. ‘We’ll start in the hall cos that’s where we eat food, so that’s my favourite place. Are you packed lunch or free school dinners?’

			I was enthralled. I didn’t know the word then, but that’s what I was. Explaining a childhood crush as an adult is a hard thing to do. There was no preoccupation with sex; I had no interest in her body or how she could make me feel.

			At the time there were only two things that told me how rare she was. When I wasn’t with her but was around her, whether we were across the classroom or at break-time when she was jumping rope and I was kicking ball, I missed her. And when I went home to Nanny’s and cycled around the neighbourhood with Cuba, I missed her then too. The idea that I was even thinking about a girl intrigued me. In my youth I concluded the only way I could solve such a mystery was to spend as much time with her as possible.

			So that’s what I did.

			Jamaal was in Year 6 when I was in Year 1, and he was what street dreams were made of: Ghetts’s Ghetto Gospel and Jaheim’s Ghetto Love. He and his friends used to stain yutes from other schools on their morning commute, then buy 100 1p sweets and sell them for 10 pence a pop. He began to notice as I spent more and more time with Shona, and every other day he would apportion some of the sweets he bought and give them to me in a white paper bag.

			I remember more than one lunchtime when Shona and I sat behind the shed and stuffed our faces. We fed strawberry laces to each other like the scene in Lady and the Tramp, nibbled the yolks from jelly eggs, saw who could keep fizzers in their mouths the longest, and put Haribo rings on each other’s fingers.

			We must have married a thousand times.

			She couldn’t stand the dusty sherbet on Refreshers and I hated black liquorice, so we sold what we had left. We halved my cousin’s asking price and made enough to keep the hustle going.

			Shona would run out to the playground and fetch the White boys who were given pocket money and bring them back behind the shed. It was all very hush-hush. I wore Uncle Calvin’s old Avirex jacket dem times, and I made the White boys put their money in one pocket and take the sweets from the other. If the teachers caught us, they would see their grubby hands in my jacket. I could either say they were jacking me or that they were planting the sweets and they weren’t mine. After they left, Shona and I would celebrate our genius and brazenly dismiss our customers as the suckers they were.

			We were Shawn Carter and Beyoncé in ‘’03 Bonnie and Clyde’. I was André and Shona was on the other side of the game. I went home and watched Curtis Jackson and Meagan Good in 21 Questions and pictured the two of us. Hosea ripped my favourite songs from LimeWire and I never looked back.

			We were the duo I saw in the American music videos and heard about in Kano’s ‘Brown Eyes’.

			I had the love jones.

			Cuba joined the primary school the following autumn and we became an inseparable trio, but since he was in the year below, it was only at break-time and after school that we could wreak havoc. We stole Calypso juices from the kitchen and footballs from the younger years. We taxed Penguin bars from the weak yutes and played manhunt with the olders; if they ever took it too far our older cousins would be there to set them straight.

			Soon the teachers learnt to curse Cuba’s name like his mama did. They had a file full of complaints and report cards a mile thick. They advised me to separate myself from him, or they feared we would suffer the same fate, anchored by the fetters that tied our ankles. When I asked what they meant, they locked their lips and threw away the keys.

			When the three of us wanted to be by ourselves we would find the quietest corner of the playground and jump rope. Cuba and I held either end of two cords and sang the same lyrics our parents had when they had been on the playground:

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, turn around,

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, touch the ground,

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, show your shoe,

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, that will do.

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, go upstairs,

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, say your prayers,

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, turn out the lights,

			Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, say goodnight.

			In the entire school there wasn’t anyone with more rhythm than Shona. By the end of the first verse a crowd would have gathered. The dissenters said that she would mess it up when she had to say her prayers, some said the rhyme was too easy and that she couldn’t manage a harder one, and a fair few said that they could have done a better job. We invited them each to have a go and they soon realised they couldn’t cash the cheques their mouths had written.

			Cuba and I whipped those ropes around so fast they burnt the ankles of anyone too slow. The only one who could keep up was Shona, so they left us alone.

			In class it was just Shona and me, and we relived the first year we had spent together. We sat at the head table and competed against ourselves. English, maths, science. We had no equals and were often assigned extra work. I had a reading age of sixteen by Year 5, Shona by Year 4.

			It was her fierce desire for difference that drove her, and it was she who drove me. I wanted to be forever beside her. She was my rival and confidante. I shared food, secrets and stories with her and she shared herself with me.

			I took her to the house-atop-the-hill and promised that one day I would buy it and she could have a room of her own right next to mine. She agreed, on the condition that it was a music room with lots of instruments and album covers on the walls, and it would have to be sound-proof, unless I wanted to hear her playing all the time. I told her I would love to hear her play.

			It wasn’t until the final year of primary school that I realised my feelings weren’t the normal kind you had for a friend. They were the kind of feelings that adults spoke about. The kind that the women in the living room warned the little girls against ever having, whilst prophesying that the little boys would leave a string of broken hearts behind them.

			I wasn’t afraid of much as a child, but at an early age I became afraid of losing Shona. And in our first year of secondary school, I almost did.
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			Behold, I tell you a mystery: We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed.

			– 1 Corinthians 15:51

			I first met Shona’s father on the last day of primary before the summer break – neither of us would be returning, we were both moving to the local academy in September – I remember the whole school on the playground that early summer afternoon. It was sunny. Mothers met their children’s friends and shared a word with their favourite teachers. With the teachers for whom their children had only jinxes, they offered strong words of advice on how to better teach and watched them become obsequious and cloying.

			Everywhere pickney darted between taller persons’ legs and begged to be allowed to sleepovers and parks. Parents, conscious of other parents, smiled and consented to things they would usually never agree to. There was an adult for every child, if not parents then older siblings, friends of the family, aunts and uncles, social workers. Nanny was the family member there for both Cuba and me. She stood outside the gates in her denim trouser suit and chain-smoked pre-rolls.

			Across the playground Shona, Cuba and I perched on a wall and watched a footrace between a young dad and his toddler. He had gold in his mouth, a tag around his ankle and a chain around his sable-black neck. The baby girl squealed and stumbled into her mother’s arms, the designated finish line, her triumph rewarded with a smothering of motherly kisses. And her father patted her crown.

			Cuba looked over to where Nanny was smoking, told Shona he would see her around, and left the two of us alone. Nanny never called to us, just watched and waited for us to come to her. Given her patience, I decided to hang back a little; there was an opportunity here, and I took my chances when they came.

			I remember Shona turning and talking before I could say a word. Her eyes were wide and her hands flew from her side as if they were allergic to being still. Whenever she spoke it was as if she couldn’t imagine there being anything as important as what she was saying right there and then. If your attention strayed, even a little, she would ask what was so interesting that you didn’t have the common decency to listen. So I made sure to nod and smile, I even grunted where I thought it necessary, but in truth I wasn’t paying her any mind.

			I could hear my heart beating up my throat and pouring from my nose like snot on the lip of a motherless child. So loud I knew she could hear it too. I continued my pretence for as long as she allowed, but once the tips of my ears flushed red she cocked her head to the side and asked what it was that was so distracting.

			‘Am I boring you, Say? You can tell me if I am. But if I am, you have to tell me nicely, otherwise my feelings will be hurt.’ That was her name for me: Say, it rolled from her tongue like fingers across keys.

			‘You’re not boring, Shona, you ain’t never—’ I didn’t finish my sentence, and she never had the chance to force me into doing so, which she surely would have. One minute I was talking to the beautiful Black girl that I had been crushing on for the past five years, the next I was staring up at the towering shadow of her father.

			Pastor Lyle Jennings was a man. He could barter the extra nineteen pence from Supermalts, talk philosophy with academics and art with people who made a living looking lengthways down their noses. He was built as though he bent grown men across his knee. His hands could crush cooking apples. He had a father’s gut and the sternness of someone well used to command. But even as a yute I could sense that something was off; where some men carried a chip on their shoulder, Pastor Lyle, despite his profession, seemed to bear something far more sinister.

			‘Who’s this, Princess?’ he asked. ‘One of your likkle friends?’ He was softer-spoken than I had expected, but then again I had been expecting a bellow akin to a roll of thunder.

			And when Shona spoke to her father, her voice became molasses stirred into a vanilla cake mix. ‘Yeah, this is Sayon, Daddy, remember?’

			Pastor Lyle’s eyebrows raised. I felt my bladder tighten. He knew my name. I was a dead man walking. ‘Oh, you’re Sayon,’ he said. He lifted his hand to strike; he knew I liked his daughter, he knew only a moment ago I had been about to confess. He couldn’t have his only child fraternising with the Hughes family. He was a pastor. He had his reputation to think of. I flinched and shut my eyes, preparing myself for whatever punishment he deemed necessary for such an offence.

			When none came I opened my eyes to find his hand extended from one man to another. An offering I gladly took. I swallowed all inappropriate feelings for Shona that day. Swallowed them until I was fit to burst. I promised to find her on the first day of secondary school and hurriedly retreated to where my nanny and cousin waited.

			I would have to wait until she was bold enough to step out from under her papa’s spires, or I was bold enough to fetch her.

			I wished the summer along and so it went. September came faster than a virgin who lied to have his cherry popped. And finally, after what had seemed an age, I enrolled in my first year at the secondary school around the corner from Nanny’s.

			It was a memorable introduction.

			On my very first day I watched two Year 11 girls settle their summer differences in the car park
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