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The F-word


Yomi Sode


Worn out, embarrassed and pretty much fed up of the mistreatment, Tina Turner decides to listen to her gut instinct and leave her husband, Ike. I remember the scene from the biopic vividly. The speed she got out of the bed to wake the kids, getting them dressed, frantically trying to hold composure while on the phone to her mother, the Jesus, Jesus in realizing the enormity of this decision. She leaves on the coach, not looking back, only to arrive at the destination with Ike already waiting for her. I watch on as Tina runs towards Ike, who now has the kids in the car, screaming for them to get out, but she’s too late. A stand-off happens in the rain where she’s left with little choice but to get in the car. At weddings, my father and mother would stand and join the other invited guests in welcoming the bride and groom. At some point during the joyful proceedings of the day, my father would say to my mother, ‘This could be you, if you …’. What came after the ‘if you’ is not important, but I believe it cemented her worth in the relationship. It was as constant as a reoccurring dream, or nightmare. Like Tina, one day the coin dropped for Mum. Ask me what the drop was for Tina and I couldn’t tell you, but having a piece of cake shoved in your face against your will in front of friends and family definitely ranks up on the list of fucked-up things to do. While Dad was no Ike, he still did enough to convince her the end was nigh.


Nine years old. Mum woke me up the night she decided to leave my father. I walked into the living room seeing uncles and aunties moving the last parts of our belongings out of the house. I remember the silence when packing our things and their hushed tones when speaking. Unlike Tina, this was a plan in the making for over nine months. Unlike Ike, my father returned to an empty home that evening, then (with family in tow) stormed to my grandmother’s compound shouting ‘Where is she! Where is my son?’ repeatedly, but no wall, dog, ceiling fan or grandmother uttered a word.


Weeks earlier, Mum entered my nine-year-old self to star in a Nigerian version of Different Strokes. This was 1992, the year the Nigerian Olympic team travelled to Barcelona to compete, the year that mourned sixty people in the Zango Kataf riots and the year that I was destined for the stage. In talking further about this years later, Mum recalls my excitement regarding the role, how I made it through to the final audition despite other mothers apparently trying to bribe their way or sabotage my chances. We rehearsed the lines every night before bedtime to get it right but, unfortunately, I left Nigeria on the day of the final audition. She said I cried on the way to the airport, staring out of the window, wanting to return. Even years later as we joke about it, I felt the sting of her decision them many years back. Call me stupid but I expected a sorry, or something. But I got nothing.


I process the F-word as a strenuous task. A muscle one has to work to strengthen. I start most days far from gym-ready, but still expecting to lift what’s in front of me. Martin Luther King, Jr shared a thought regarding the F-word :


‘We must develop and maintain the capacity to Forgive. He who is devoid of the power to Forgive is devoid of the power to love.’


It’s December 2005. Earlier that year, I was attacked at work ­after being in the way of a gang, foiling their orchestrated plan to ambush one of my young people, and my face, body and family experienced the wrath of their anger. Needing a break, Mum and I flew to Jacksonville, Florida, staying in the suburbs with my Aunty.


Jacksonville, Florida is very white. The B-side to what I thought was a stop-off on our way to Miami. It is my first time in America, all channels are filled with Chris Brown launching, ‘Excuse me Miss’ to the world. Oddly enough, I notice the water flowing in the toilet is much higher to the toilets in London. Dad calls me that evening, the conversation dry and time-consuming until he tells me to hold, then hands the phone over to two girls, aged eight and thirteen. I later find out that they are my half-sisters. Elated, I run to tell Mum who has this awkward reaction to my excitement. The evening sets in and I hear muffled sniffles from the passage. I follow the sound to find Mum crying on her bed – my mother never cries. The last time I remember her crying was in Nigeria when her grandmother died.


He had children and did not tell us, he is married and did not tell us. She is angry, the type of anger that triggers a memory of attending weddings and being told how to behave in order to be a wife, a triggered memory of keeping silent when food is disposed of in favour of another. I felt the excitement drain out of me and my capacity to Forgive for her wore thin.


I am thirty-something now, exploring the F-word and struggling to make sense of it. Holding on to emotions tighter than any bag clutched in public spaces where Black folks are present and almost using it as fuel to keep my energy the way it is, a justification, so to speak. It’s like having the strongest belief system and something happening to a loved one or you that leads you to notice its flaws, leaving you unsure as to how or what to believe any more.


So I’ve been looking into mindfulness. Mindfulness leads me to realise that, frustratingly, I have internalised so much for the best part of my life, for fear of getting something wrong or upsetting people. When I was thirteen, I remember being locked in a school with a group of kids and adults due to a disturbance outside. When given the all clear, we are rushed to the coach to take us home. En route home, I look out and spot these white teenagers making monkey noises and sounds, I laugh, thinking, what are they doing? I look at the staff member wanting to share the joke. I look at him, a brown face like mine that’s not laughing, why aren’t you laughing, I think to myself. Years later, I realise why he wasn’t laughing or maybe he was – at me, in thinking how lost I must have been to not see or get it.


Late 2013 : it’s literally five minutes before I start proceedings to a show I have been booked to host. The space is rammed with excited young people and teenagers, some high off the free sweets. I’m there to control the levels of crazy throughout this two-hour shindig. The booker approaches before the show officially kicks off, handing me a sheet of paper : ‘Emma is not going to read so I thought you could do it on her behalf. It reads like a rap, you should know what that’s like, right?’


I can’t explain what happened after she said it. I know my face spoke louder than my voice did, the staff standing beside us, me, noticed. Silenced, we watched on as she walked off gracefully as though the movie is ending with its happy ever after, then snapped back to reality with, ‘I am so sorry that she said that!’ But it’s too late.


In ‘Strangers’, Kano pens a song addressing a broken relationship with an old friend. A song balancing the tightrope of vulnerable and man in equal measure. He raps :


Seven years ago was Shane’s little one’s christening / AB was there tryna put to bed all the bickering / He made a phone call to you in the toilets / Said ‘someone wants to speak’, gave me the phone to my annoyance / I said ‘hello?’, you must’ve heard my voice and hung up / I just heard the phone cut out and picked my rum up / And hit the dancefloor to some Mavado, finger gun up / Water off a duck’s back, but truth be told, that hurt, my brother.


I imagine Kano skanking his hurt out on the dancefloor, the same way my amped voice reluctantly read the poem handed to me before girl and audience. Each stanza feeling like a stabbing, triggering the coach trip, the look on the brown staff member’s face and deeper anger towards my parents for not prepping me regarding racism, slavery, white privilege/ignorance because they were fixed on themselves and their relationship instead. Knowing how different my outlook would be if I was equipped with this knowledge.


I have had more confrontations in the last four years than I can remember. A purging of sorts to get to the core of the relationships around me. At one point, I felt as though songs were speaking directly to me! Wretch 32’s ‘Grown on Me’ : ‘Aware of the responsibilities, grown on me, And when I wear a suit and tie it looks grown on me, I ain’t changed, I’m just a new old me, Or did you know me?’


14 December 2013. Family members and friends were handed fortune cookies while waiting for their meal to be served. This wasn’t only a celebration of my birthday, it would also be a future they never saw coming. It sounded like a ripple of crackling knuckles followed with gasps and what! and looks of bewilderment. The paper inside the fortune cookie read, ‘We’re having a baby’. Mum, finally clocking on past the screams and congratulations charges towards us in full glory, I am sure our first instinctual calling in protecting our child started at this point. Ten minutes before the unveiling, I was outside calling my cousin, seeing how far he was. Everyone was here bar him. Eight rings and two voicemails later, I stopped calling and made my way inside to make the announcement. When I was fourteen, this same cousin took me under his wing and introduced me to his family. He didn’t have to ; he was older and even now I still wonder why. I had a flat top then due to idolising Mike Tyson and Christopher ‘Play’ Reid’s haircuts and my cousin put an end to that. Taking me to the manor’s local barber to trim it all off. A short back and sides trim, a genesis of my adolescense. Early experiences of masculinity came through him. Driving and crashing cars, speaking to girls, attending raves, being in life-threatening situations, all through him. The closest thing I had to a Sidney Deane, Sonny, Mike Lowrey. Nothing connecting us by blood but we were as good as related.


Four days after my son’s first birthday, I message him asking what I have done to upset him, not knowing whether I had done anything at all. I guess the undertone of that message to him was how a year could go by and my boy lay his eyes on everyone close to me but him. His response was simple. ‘We have outgrown each other, we lead different lives, I wish you the best.’


A year later, our paths cross at a family gathering. It felt like an awkward break-up in which you both still share friends and are forced to be at the same place. As you would imagine, my petty kicked in so high, one would think I was the fucking Shard reimagined in Nigerian greatness. Through careful constructing of family, though, we reconnected. He apologised and we spent three days away to catch up. He met my boy (several times), and six months later he did it again. 	


2018 marks two years since we last spoke. Maybe it’s being a father now that means it has bugged me more than it should, or knowing the amount of love I can invest in another that makes this hard to get over. It’s like I am an AI trying to make sense of forgiveness and acceptance, all the while feeling hurt by the abruptness in leaving and not explaining why.


Should I attempt to write out all my situations on Post-it notes and stick them on my wall, I’ll soon realise that this act of the F-word comes with its fair share of ownership and self-indulgence.


1 May 2018, I stop by Rich Mix to order a Lamb Bhuna with rice, paratha and a Coke. I then join the millions worldwide on YouTube to tune into Charlemagne the God’s interview with Kanye West. Kanye (of some sound mind) talks through his thinking, ideologies, irks and, of course, tours his apparel and acres upon acres of land. The irony of course in Ye being Ye is all that Ye hears or talks about – is Ye. While all of my angst towards and from others is internalised and in some way being purged, I start to also explore my intention. Did I go into something expecting a return? Am I being selfless enough? Am I being attentive to what they may be going through?


January 2015, one of my closest friends was remanded for an unprovoked attack towards a man. Police found him at the scene drunk, his knuckles swollen and bloodied. He was charged with murder later that year and sentenced to life in prison with no parole and I am angry because that is not my friend of twenty-plus years. I sit through visits not discussing the elephant in the room. I go weeks before deciding to write a letter. It feels as though I stopped caring but I know I haven’t. I am sad that he is in there in the same way he is sad that I have to visit him there.


This journey of mindfulness. The NHS have a blurb regarding how it works. It’s about allowing ourselves to see the present moment clearly. When we do that, it can positively change the way we see ourselves and our lives and truth is, making something present means you’re faced with something you probably won’t like. So, here’s me holding a mirror to myself asking whether it’s me that needs to be purged of the anger first in order to see things clearly, then realising that though I wasn’t raised around as much chaos – there has been a history of harbouring happening in my life.


Many moons ago my mother left my father in what I can only describe as an Ocean’s 8-type execution that left him emasculated and alone. I doubt my father has forgiven her. There’s this man thing regarding pride that would rather struggle underwater than rise to the surface for breath. I go further to add the specific type of stubbornness worn by an African man that I’ve grown to know. The kind that will get married and have children that soon grow their own animosity. The kind that’ll watch his grandson grow to be four without a call to wish him happy birthday, not once. My father is still hurting after all these years and his children and grandchildren are paying the price. I remember writing a three-page letter to him when I was younger. The letter was a plea to him and our relationship, my willingness to work if he, too, was willing to work. His response was one page that addressed my grammatical errors, nothing else, and that never left me. My mother saw him last in 2016 and described how frail he looked. My Grandma begs me to forgive him and carry on as normal and this is where culture favours people like my father ; it knows how to act like something never happened even if you know it did, how to rotate a lens to draw focus on you being problematic, too much ego to let go or too vulnerable to be affected.


In the climactic scene of Natasha Gordon’s play Nine Night [SPOILER ALERT], the spirit of Gloria (Mum) enters Aunty Maggie (Gloria’s cousin) and begins to share parting words with Trudy (Gloria’s eldest daughter), Robert (Trudy’s half-brother) and Uncle Vince (Maggie’s husband), but leaves out Lorraine (Trudy’s half-sister and Gloria’s main carer in the lead up to her death). The spirit then begins to ascend to the heavens by way of the back door ; Lorraine holds a knife to whoever dares to open the door until Gloria shares a message with her in the same way she did with the others. But Lorraine does not get the message. Despite sleepless nights and quitting her job to care for her mother when no one else was around, her search for some acknowledgement never happens. The back door is opened and Gloria’s spirit leaves.


In my case, my father could die tomorrow and I’d be left worse off than when I started. I wrote a whole play regarding the relationship with my mother because deep down a conversation was harder to have in person. The initial draft was so raw I’m sure it bled. Writing it over and over, pretty much like this essay, marked the dropping of my coin. If forgiveness had a voice it would also be in this conundrum channelling its inner Ye, screaming, You don’t have the answers, Yomi! – and maybe I don’t. Maybe I just have to step out of myself and look at the situation in its entirety.


August 2018, I’m startled at the sight of an old friend in ASDA when I have my son in hand. Her daughter is not too far from her. This marks eleven years since we last spoke. Walking past each other felt painful especially as we are now both parents. Thinking back, a conversation could have sorted it out, maybe. A conversation that’d then lead to us reflecting on the years wasted due to misunderstandings. I should have spoken to her that afternoon at the supermarket, but my reason not to boiled down to pride – a fear of being embarrassed, as opposed to just breaking the silence because it felt right and outside of this manifested bubble. The fact that we are both alive and well was worthy of celebration, and how easily traits such as pride can be passed on to our children.


The F–word, forgiveness, is a mixing board I’ve had little control over. Its channels (pride, vulnerability, selfishness, etc.) are sometimes turned high, skewing the levels and requiring the engineer in me to better mix the noise for clarity. Forgiveness is something I still battle with. Whether it’s with myself or others.




They May Not Mean To But They Do


Derek Owusu


I’ve always thought anyone able to look at my life’s script would have seen this coming from the first act ; would have easily concluded where my life was headed after reading the first conflict. God, the author of my life, was penning a tragedy when my character came to him. I was put between four walls with my arms tied up, passive to everything that came my way. I was splintering, cracking, taking everything the world could throw at me, destined to shatter and reflect the cruel mind of a God who hated his own image. But no destiny is fixed and with time I was able to take control, claim the space I was supposed to die in and make it my own. I reshaped it, reached outside of it and allowed others to help me live. And now that this is my story and no longer a tragedy but a tale of hope, I’d like to share it with you. From the very beginning.


I was twelve months old when the first of a few broken hearts happened. My mum was twenty-five, hoping to become British and newly single. The love story of her life, which had started on the Victoria line, as she ran for the train doors and my dad held them open, had come to an end. She was still in love, a lonely type of love, the Just-Arrived-Ghanaian in London type of love, which isn’t born from a desire to be held for ever, but from the immediate relatability and cultural oneness of two immigrants trying to make a better life in the Western world. My dad was wealthy, mildly attractive, from the same village as her and had citizenship. My mum had nothing and wanted my father, which is probably what attracted him to her. For a little while.


The argument that ended it all still plays in the back of my mind like a song I haven’t heard for years but fight to hold on to the fading melody. I was one. Voices were raised, doors were slammed, and I was given some fruit to calm my distress. Soon after, my father left me and my mother for what he thought was an even better life, and I can’t imagine him feeling any turbulence or disturbance as he reclined in his seat and closed his eyes, leaving his son behind as he flew over the Atlantic. When he landed in New York, I wasn’t to hear from him again for eleven years. Straight after his departure, my mum having little money and single black women receiving scarcely any support, I was put in foster care. My mum maintains that it was a difficult decision because, at the time, the early 90s, it was the only choice she had that didn’t end with us both living on the street. At twelve months old, my bond with my mother would have been strong, and this rupturing, which left me with a white mother and living in a small village in Suffolk, would have sent shockwaves through my soft body and begin to harden what would later become a confused identity.


And then I’m seven years old. I’ve read a few articles describing children as young as five as having depression. And growing up in care is often a variable. But I can’t say that this was a narrative that belonged to me. I loved foster care, loved my foster mum and thought Long Melford, Suffolk, was where I’d grow up and spend my old days with my friends, moaning, grumbling, and taking walks in wellingtons to the melody of Last of The Summer Wine. Watching my foster mother plucking the feathers off a pheasant she’d picked up on a drive, the strict structure of the meals – breakfast, dinner and tea time – the fruit picking, the jelly making, the harvest festival and especially the Christmases – all of this was heaven to a younger me who was unknowingly a visitor in a world that didn’t belong to him.


My real mum visited every few months and although I had a vague idea of who she was, I didn’t take much notice of her. I would accept the attention she gave me but never internalise it to the point of building a fondness for her or the beginnings of a relationship. As young as I was, there was something within me that understood that if this was my real mother, then she had abandoned me and given up her chance to love me. Now and then, I would be asked by my foster parents or biological mother if I wanted to take a trip with her. Sometimes I wouldn’t mind but other times I would be repulsed by the idea, as though I had forgotten who she was and only recognised her as the woman who sat and stared at me as I played, never talking to me, but frowning whenever I got a little too rough with my toys. On these trips, we travelled to London a few times, visiting cousins and the local council – I hated the council part of my trips to London because I had to sit down and keep quiet while my mum cried in front of a clerk sitting behind the glass window. Because of these infrequent trips, I wasn’t surprised when my real mum and I got on a train heading into the capital. I can’t remember what I was thinking about but I do recall catching my mum looking at me with her lips pressed tightly together and her brow furrowed, as if she were angry at what was inevitably going to be my reaction to what she was planning to tell me.


‘You’re not going back there.’


I didn’t react because, what was she talking about?


‘Hey, Kwesi, you’re not going back there. You’re coming to live with me.’


I knew she was talking to me but I didn’t know who Kwesi was. Later on, I realised it was my Ghanaian name, a name and identity lost to me until then. I said nothing in response. When we arrived in London, we travelled round to all of my cousins’ houses – greeting was customary, so we made our way around Tottenham like the newly arrived at a Ghanaian gathering, shaking hands with all the attendees already sitting. We ate, what I thought at the time, was strong-smelling and spicy food, expected to dip my bare hands, clutching a farina and mash mix, into the soup. After the meal, I noticed the darkness and wondered about the time we’d be leaving, when my mum asked if I wanted to sleep on the floor or the bed. Then it happened. A build-up I had been ignoring suddenly burst out of my body and my limbs began flailing. I don’t remember how long I was screaming, kicking, punching and crying. But I know I slept on the floor for the next four months. I had lost another mother. And the sobs I soaked into the sheet laid upon the carpet took away my speech and I said nothing during that period until the council offered us a house and my mum offered me a bed.


So now we had our own space. But while we lived at number 60 Truelock Court, I still remained within my four walls, hardening and cracking at the same time. My mother and I began to fight daily. I’m sure I was being ‘disciplined’ for what my father had done and I could see an older reflection of myself in my mum’s eyes every time she raised her hand to hit me. During this time I wanted to be away from her. I’d always ask to go to a cousin’s house and then sit alone with my thoughts or toys. I spoke to my toys. They were my friends and berated my mother for the way she was treating me. In a way, they found their way into my space, sitting against a wall with me, silently consoling, their heads resting on my hips. Many parents think there is nothing wrong with hitting their children, putting them in their place and showing them who the adult is. But in my opinion, if you feel you need to show your child how grown you are by putting your hands on them, then you shouldn’t be a parent. Being emotionally damaged or power hungry and raising a child is a combination that will only end in tragedy.


My dad returned from New York when I was eleven and my entire family thought it was my dreams coming into reality. But by morning my dreams were always forgotten and there wasn’t ever any attempt at recollection. Everyone was excited – a secret was being forced back by the grinning teeth of everyone who knew. I’ve never had so many relatives smiling at me. I was aware of what was coming because I understood Twi but pretended I didn’t. I had never really longed for my dad to return, but I knew there was some sort of status attached to having a mum and a dad so I welcomed his homecoming. ‘Akwaaba’. It was theatrical. There was a knock on my aunt’s door and I was told to go downstairs and open it (the flats in Broadwater Farm, Tottenham, where my aunt lived were upside-down). When I opened the door, my Uncle Dave was stood in front of me with a stiff smile. ‘GotASur-prise,’ he forced out of his pursed lips. And then HAH, my dad stepped out in front of him with a smile on his face as if he’d made my day. Had I developed my adult mannerism at that time I would have demurely said, ‘You all right, yeah?’ But instead, I said nothing. They both probably thought I was shocked. My dad picked me up and bounced me a few times like I was the child he had left behind. Ten years had passed. My friend, you’re too late.


My dad came and went, and slowly he became David. The transition from filial respect to first-name basis went unnoticed and by the time I was fourteen I struggled to dredge up any respect for this man who treated our house like a hotel and carried himself like a lodger in the home that was supposed to belong to his family. Our relationship was non-existent but I never went so far as to outright disrespect him. He was still my dad and, as a child, I still experienced a slight thrill and sense of pride when I made him happy. But that wasn’t often. David had a way with his hands. His feints and jabs would send my thoughts back to Suffolk and better times. My foster dad was a gentle and calm man. He dragged his feet when he walked, the sole of his slipper rough against all surfaces, so we always knew when he was coming. And he took his time, sometimes five minutes to walk from his garage to the living room. He was a lot older than my foster mother and a lot weaker. I used to give him head rubs, scratching my nailless fingers over his bald head while he relaxed and told me stories of Sinbad. He never raised a hand to me. So I was heartbroken that the rough hand wiping tears was now replaced by the one that caused them.


Most of my punishments I can’t remember, but the one that has stayed with me, and made me question my place in the world and my sanity, is a slap David gave me, I thought, unfairly. In the afternoon my cousins had come over and, when they were leaving, I pointed my finger at them. It wasn’t serious – I was sad they were leaving so I did whatever came to mind to engage with them as they left. When they got home they told their mother I stuck my middle finger up at them and this was then relayed back to my mum. My mum told my dad and when he got home from work I was told to stand still in front of him. I had no idea what I had done and was thinking that some bad news was going to be broken to me gently. A few seconds passed and then my dad slapped me across the face as hard as he could. I fell to the floor with my cheek burning and my head spinning. Confused, I looked to my mum for help but she gave me that look, the look from the train with her lips tight and her brow furrowed. She was angry at me too and had no sympathy. I crawled away, crying. I heard my dad saying something along the lines of: because of my rudeness, my aunt won’t let the kids come here again. I reached the kitchen and headed to the back door. It was night-time. I sat down on the stoop and looked up at the darkness and stars. I had never seen them before. I appreciated them. I wondered how long they would last and how long I would last. One day, I and the stars would die. Death was real. And suddenly, so was I.


I hadn’t heard from my foster mum in years. It didn’t bother me too much because back when I lived with her there were seven other children in the house. She was busy, and if she was still doing what she’d done with us, there would be no time to think about Derek. Up until the age of fourteen, I had visited Suffolk for Christmas. Ghanaians don’t really celebrate Christmas and I’m sure my mum was happy to be rid of me because I was becoming troublesome. But then suddenly I stopped going. Honestly, I barely noticed. I was getting older and other things preoccupied my mind. But I did think of her. I was now turning into a young man and often wondered what she would think of who I was becoming. She could have reassured me that it would all make sense soon, that my feeling shut out by my family’s culture and ignored by my adopted one was just a phase and that soon I would know where I stood, even if the chewing gummed pavement seemed shaky. These musing were around the time my mum and I argued constantly. The beatings from her had stopped but there were still screams, but this time from the both of us. We’d argue over the smallest things, growing so sick of each other that any minor issue was a reason for a fight. The house we lived in had two bedrooms and because my dad, strangely, didn’t want to sleep in the same bed with my mum, I took his place. This is where most of the arguments would happen and during a particularly heated one my mum, thinking of the best way to hurt me, shouted out, ‘June is dead.’


June, my foster mum, was dead. I can still feel how I felt then.


‘How could she die? How could you tell me like this?’ I cried. I wailed. I hurt. ‘You left me again, June, and you betrayed me again, Mum.’ Though mother’s expression after those words was unfamiliar, I could sense the regret but couldn’t feel the warmth she hoped to comfort me with when she put her hand on my shoulder. Nothing radiated. I was cold. And so here I am.


I was numb then but I now feel intensely. But the numbness I can summon, ask to dull an emotion I don’t want to feel or that I can’t control. It’s why I can cut myself so easily, watch my skin split and the white flesh slowly appear like the back of a shark rising out of the Black Sea. These events have made me who I am, made me no one and everyone. I’m every emotion, felt so acutely in the moment that I become them. But beneath it all, I struggle to see who I really am. In my calmest moments, I am the most lost. But although I, no, we, have been shaped, by the events that pull us apart before hardening us into something almost unbreakable, we can learn to throw the clay and turn our space into the Potter’s House. I learned that through my tears I was softening the material I’m made from, making myself more vulnerable, malleable to change. I realised that my story, all our stories, are about transformation and creation. And that’s why I’m here, talking to you. I grew tired of pretending that the slight feeling of hope I feel isn’t enough, enough to drive me forward and away from a self-inflicted death. Yes, I believe hope is enough, and as long as we cling to it, the only direction it can take us is up, up out of the mess we’ve allowed to consume us. I’m rambling. I’ve been talking a lot and you haven’t said much. That’s how it starts, she said. You say everything you feel you need to, and then we unpack it all. How do you feel now? I actually feel a bit better. It felt good to get all that out. Well, there’s twenty minutes left of our session. I don’t have another client after this so why don’t we spend the next thirty minutes trying to dissect what I feel are the key points in what you’ve told me? OK.




Why It Is Important for Young Black Men to Floss (Not Their Teeth)


Suli Breaks




floss


fl𝔳s/


verb


gerund or present participle : flossing


1. clean between (one’s teeth) with dental floss.


2. US informal


behave in a flamboyant manner ; show off.


I can guarantee you that at this precise moment, there is a child in a council estate somewhere in London, face contorted in focus, fingers and hand worn from effort and determination.


He’s hunched over on a mattress that squeaks desperately under the weight of his abrupt movements.


In one hand, he has a toothbrush, holding it the same way a sculptor holds a chisel, or a builder a hammer, and in the other hand, one shoe of a pair. The shoe is more than likely branded by one of the top three labels that have dominated youth culture since the early 80s, Nike, Adidas or Reebok. With the toothbrush, he is scrubbing meticulously, ensuring each bristle salvages and excavates every ounce of dirt which has managed to stain the soles of the shoes. It is a time-consuming and far from glamorous procedure, but he will scrub relentlessly for hours, then dip the brush in the soapy water at his feet, then scrub again.


Scrub, Dip, Scrub, Dip. Scrub Dip.


This rhythm has almost become the soundtrack for the young Black male experience. There is a constant pressure to adjust, polish, and present yourself in a specific way constantly. Wearing the same clothes more than once is a violation! Being out of fashion is taboo! The current trends almost dictate your every move.


It’s a constant cycle – you always have to have the latest items, clothes, accessories and technology.


The pressure is a constant melody. People from the outside looking in may not appreciate the gravity of a young Black man’s emphasis on personal appearance, but within our community how we looked, and what we wore, was everything that defined us. Many times, for us, it has felt like the difference between life and death.


Let me try and explain. Imagine, you come from a place where everybody is on government benefits, minimum wage. All your houses are the same unserviced, cramped, two-bedroomed flats. Basically, your living conditions have already predetermined your status and value. How do you separate yourself from everyone else?


Then to add to that, as a young Black male, you are constantly stereotyped by society, mainstream media has pretty much portrayed you in whichever light suits their current agenda.


Criminal. Thug. Troublemaker, Aggressive, Rebel … Poor.


How do you disassociate yourself from these labels?


Every social group has to deal with being stereotyped. Stereotypes, you almost become accustomed to or at least learn to tolerate. What becomes hard to accept is being ‘defined’. This is someone not only determining your current status, but more harmfully dictating the extent of your potential, deciding your destiny.


One of the most basic aspects of human nature is to want to believe that you have control over your future. Everybody wants to be given the opportunity to define themselves. To tell their story, in a way they feel truly represents them.
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