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Run, Riot



The fight is won or lost far away from witnesses – behind the lines, in the gym and out there on the road, long before I dance under those lights.

 

Muhammad Ali





Round 1

The bell rings and my paws are up. I’m on my toes, dancing under the lights, ball of foot to ball of foot, edging backwards, letting him come to me. I’ve seen him training – heck, I’ve even sparred with him a bit, so I know he’s always on the front foot, no defence, so I figure I just have to let him come, absorb what blows I can and concentrate on the counterpunch. Here we are, in front of our witnesses, a long way from the gym, and the road and the shadow-boxing in front of the floor-length mirror. Under these lights, it’s just Keir and me.

Neither of us thought it would come to this.

I wipe sweat off my forehead with both my gloves and bang them together, baring my teeth at my opponent. My mouthguard tastes stale and salty. It feels alien in my mouth.

He winks at me as he comes closer, moving with confidence.

It feels like an age ago that Shobu clasped my hands together, winked and told me I could do this. It’s been less than ten minutes in reality, but all time has slowed down. The lights whirring around us are so bright that I squint. I don’t notice Keir stepping in quickly and snapping a jab in my face. I’m turning away as fast as I can so I manage to dodge the majority of the blow. But he’s on me now. His gloves touch mine and he’s driving his entire body into me, pushing me back towards the ropes. I can hear Shobu screaming for me to duck and weave, keep moving. I can hear the crowd crying out for Keir. It’s my first proper match and I know he’s more experienced than me. I just have to summon up the confidence from somewhere.

Shobu shouts, ‘Sunny, just keep moving. Stop waiting for it to happen …’

I flick my eyes back towards her, in my corner.

My hesitation costs me, as Keir lands a cross on my cheek, knocking me off balance.

It’s my fault.



1.1


It all started six months ago, when Mum told me she was going to teach me to cook.

She had agreed to take on a third night shift at a hotel in town, adding to her main job working at Tesco.

‘I’m so worried about you eating properly,’ she told me, ‘but I don’t have time to do anything.’

‘I can make us food. I can clean too …’ I told her.

‘Beta, it is kind of you.’

‘I know.’ I smirked. ‘Number one son, that’s me.’

‘Who can’t cook.’

I laughed. ‘How hard can it be? Look,’ I said, grabbing her hand. ‘I can keep things going here. You do what you need to do.’

‘Listen, my number one son … my only son,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Sunny. But don’t let it distract you from your studies …’

The next night she came home with a hundred frozen samosas and a big jar of tamarind sauce from Sweet Mart. She found room for the samosas in the icebox, while I put the jar in amongst the tins that had migrated with us from London. She showed me how to operate the oven so I could heat up enough samosas a day for snacks for us both and she wrote down a recipe for chana masala that, she said, was the first thing she ever learned to cook. I wondered if Mum felt the same pang I did at that moment – the pang of passing along something precious. The moment came and went and she told me to stand up on a chair and reach for a plastic bag from the top of the kitchen cabinets. She had one foot on my chair to steady me and her hands up, ready to receive. I pulled the bag off the shelf. It was surprisingly heavy. And the inside was filled with dust. Like the bag hadn’t been opened in years. I coughed as a sprinkle of tiny particles descended on the room like a mist. Mum told me to be careful. I thrust the bag at her and coughed into the crease of my elbow – the vampire cough – like I’d been taught by the Macmillan nurse. That way, I avoided spreading germs to Dad.

I got down off the chair and looked at Mum. I waited.

‘What’s in there?’ I asked, wiping more dust off the surface of the bag with my index finger.

She smiled. ‘On my wedding day, your ba decided to give me a rice cooker as a present. That was how I knew she did not like me.’

She pulled a white plastic machine out of the bag. It looked unused but a bit old-fashioned. She set it down on the table and stared at it.

‘How do you mean?’ I asked.

‘Who the hell doesn’t know how to cook rice? It was her way of telling me that I couldn’t cook at all, and that I would never be good enough for your dad. Anyway, I’m glad I kept it. It finally has some use.’

‘I don’t know how to cook rice,’ I said, shooting her a look.

‘Darling,’ Mum said, placing a hand on my cheek. ‘Rice is very easy. This will just save you time. You’re already doing a lot.’

‘So … do you think it even still works?’ I asked her as she placed the rice cooker between the kettle and the toaster. ‘There’s dust everywhere.’

She shook her head as if to say, One thing at a time.

‘Let’s get the chana masala right,’ she said. ‘Then we can negotiate rice.’

She threw me an onion and pointed to the handwritten recipe.

‘What? Now?’

‘Yes, baba,’ she replied. ‘Let’s practise. I have thirty minutes before I need to go.’

‘There aren’t any measurements,’ I said.

‘You think I grew up with measuring cups and spoons? Everything I learned by hand and by taste. So will you …’

I looked at the onion. Suddenly it dawned on me – what I had suggested was ridiculous. I’d nearly burned the flat down a few weeks ago because I’d put buttered bread in the toaster. The toaster had shorted at the socket. The toast had smoked and caught alight. All the butter had leaked out of the bottom.

We hadn’t replaced the toaster yet. Mum had left it there on the kitchen counter, plugged in, as a gentle warning to me to be careful. It still had ashy marks around the socket from the sparks. I hadn’t had toast since. The kitchen still smelled, every now and then, of singed bread, even underneath the sizzling onions and garlic, cumin seeds and every other spice Mum used; a constant reminder of the time I’d tried to feed Dad breakfast and wanted to save time cos a World Cup match had been on.

Mum handed me a knife. It was black-handled and serrated. She’d had this knife for as long as I could remember. The handle had worn away from overuse and it didn’t look particularly sharp but I attacked the onion anyway. I cut it down the middle. My eyes watered. I rubbed at them with my fingertips. Mum stood over me, tutting and sighing as I struggled to keep my eyes open enough to chop everything up. Eventually, she took over and pointed at the hob.

‘Heat up some oil,’ she said. ‘Then when you see bubbles, add a teaspoon of cumin seeds.’

I lit the hob and placed a saucepan on it, adding a dollop of sunflower oil from the bottle. When bubbles appeared, I opened Mum’s spice tin and stared at the contents. Which ones were the cumin seeds? Were they the small black balls? The rugby-ball-shaped grey things with stripes?

Sensing my hesitation, Mum leant over and pointed at the right container. I spooned the cumin seeds into the bubbling oil and watched as they sizzled. A second later, Mum added the onions and the whole house was filled with that smell – the smell of Mum’s cooking.

She pointed to a jar she’d taken out of the fridge.

‘Lazy garlic, for the lazy cook,’ she said.

She spooned half a teaspoon in and stirred everything.

We let it cook down for a bit before adding a tin of chopped tomatoes, garam masala, ground cumin and coriander, turmeric, chilli powder and ginger. I stirred until the curry had turned brown and was bubbling away. I was actually enjoying this. I was learning from a master. Mum’s cooking was the best. She handed me an opened tin of drained chana and I added them and stirred.

Mum stood with her hand slightly raised, brushing my elbow. As I stirred, she pressed her cheek into my bicep. With my free hand, I rubbed at the back of Mum’s head. She yawned, then pointed to the rice cooker.

‘Now we need to figure out how the damn thing works,’ she said.

1.2

The following day, I was sitting on the train to college. I had woken up late.

There’d been shouting in the flat next to us last night, and a loud TV blaring out what sounded like one of the Fast & Furious films in the basement flat below, and, for no reason I could think of, a long fireworks display somewhere nearby. I’d been thinking about Dad, all alone in the hospice. He’d been in there for three weeks. Mum went every day on her way home, but I just couldn’t bring myself to go see him. I imagined he was mad at me for staying away. But he was so out of it all the time, he probably hadn’t even noticed. What a way to be alive – to not even really notice it.

Not that I cared.

Lying awake, with no one else around me, this was when all the things I tried to block out of my head crept in. Questions rolling and rolling around, like: Why don’t you want to see your dad? What’s wrong with you? Don’t you care? What if it’s too late? Why are you so selfish? I couldn’t make them stop. So I’d lain in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to explosions and gunfire peppered with bursts of happy reggaeton on the television below me. The more the questions had stayed in my head, the more I’d found them incomprehensible. Desperate, I’d tried whispering into the darkness. Was I talking to Dad? To myself? Either way, saying the words out loud, giving them breath, had been better than letting them all clog up my brain.

‘Maybe I’m scared because I know he’s gonna die and I just want to remember him in a way that feels real, not the him that’s ill. Maybe it doesn’t matter. We barely spoke anyway … even when we watched football and cricket. It’s not like he was there for me, you know? Not when it counted. But he’s my dad! He’s my dad … I should go … Whatever our differences, I need to make my peace with them before it’s too late. But how can I forget about the bad stuff? How can I forgive?’

I’d stopped talking when I’d heard Mum come in around 2 a.m. She didn’t need to hear any of this.

 

At college, my mate Madhu sniffed at me as we waited to go into our History class.

‘You smell nice,’ she said, raising an eyebrow.

I sniffed at myself. I couldn’t smell anything.

‘Who stinks of curry?’ someone said as they walked past.

I looked at Madhu. She had her Golden State Warriors cap pulled down so low it was touching her big red glasses.

‘Oh, he’s talking about you,’ she said. ‘I think you smell delicious. Good enough to eat, in fact.’

‘Is it bad?’ As I’d stumbled out of bed after only a few hours’ sleep that morning, I hadn’t been thinking and just put on the clothes I’d been wearing the day before. Big mistake.

‘Depends on the nose. I can’t vouch for these losers. It’s fine though, come on,’ she said, walking into the classroom.

‘Do I stink of curry?’ I asked, running after her.

‘You smell of curry,’ she replied. ‘As I’ve said, whether you stink or not is a matter of perspective. I don’t think you do.’

We both sat by the window and I pulled out my notebook. I kept my eyes on the desk because I knew if I looked up, Amanda, our teacher and my form tutor, would come over with sad eyes and ask if I was OK. She knew about Dad. She’d run into Mum at the hospice and Mum, being Mum, had told her. Turned out Amanda volunteered there, reading to people, like some sort of white saviour do-gooder. I didn’t want anyone’s fucking sympathy. I just wanted to finish my A levels, go to uni and live my life in peace and quiet.

Even with my eyes on the desk, I could feel a presence in front of me. Madhu tapped my upper arm and said, sunnily, ‘Hey, Amanda!’

I looked up.

Amanda was looking down at me, doe-eyed, over the top of her glasses.

‘Sunny,’ she said. ‘Just checking you’re OK.’

‘Yes, thanks, miss …’

‘If you need any extra time with today’s activity, please do let me know. I am here to help.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied, sensing my classmates around me. I didn’t want any extra attention. I wanted to fade into the background as much as possible. I stared at a poster on Amanda’s wall. It was a picture of the writer Toni Morrison, with an inspiring quote.

My skin itched with the feeling of being visible. Madhu rubbed my arm. She knew what was happening with Dad but never pressed me to talk about it. So far, I hadn’t wanted to talk about any of it with her. Or Mum. Or anyone. And Madhu respected that. We talked about comics, TV shows we both watched, Arsenal. I wished Amanda had the same level of respect. I just wanted her to teach me so I could get the grades I needed to go to uni. If I was going to talk about any of my stuff, it wouldn’t be with her.

‘God, Amanda is so annoying,’ Madhu whispered to me.

‘Innit,’ I said, quietly.

I loved Madhu. Instantly, the second I met her.

Madhu was the one the college chose to show me around on the first day. She’d been waiting outside for me with Amanda when I arrived.

Amanda introduced us, saying, ‘We all recognise how hard it is for students to start mid-term so Madhu is going to be your buddy and ease you in.’

Madhu smiled and said, ‘It’s cos we’re both brown.’ Which made me snort.

‘Now, now,’ Amanda scolded. ‘That’s not entirely true. We thought—’

Madhu interrupted. ‘Literally cos we’re both brown. It’s fine. I ain’t mad or anything. I get it. We are practically a hundred per cent of the BAME population of this college, innit. I need to show you the ropes …’

‘It’s not like that,’ Amanda protested.

Madhu led me away from Amanda.

‘I’m Sunny,’ I offered.

‘Well obviously,’ she replied. ‘I’ve been waiting for you, haven’t I?’

She had shown me around the school and made me laugh at every turn, joking about different teachers, students and every peculiarity of the school: the staircase that got overtaken by goths at lunchtime, where to go if you wanted to listen to bad white-guy rappers, how to avoid getting roped into the school running club, which Madhu had said seemed like a weird wellness collective and, quite frankly, she preferred chips.

At the end of the day, when my head had been spinning with all the orientation, Madhu had taken me back out to the front steps.

‘I’ll meet you here every day for the next week, just till you get a feel for the place,’ she’d told me.

I’d been at the school a month, and she still waited for me there every single morning.

‘We need to think about your uni statements,’ Amanda announced to the class, pulling me back into the room. I took out a pen. The prospect of uni seemed like a good way to distract myself from stuff at home. I knew I wouldn’t be able to afford living away from home so I was only applying for unis in Bristol. And UWE had courses I was interested in. I just wasn’t sure which one I wanted to do yet. And I didn’t know how to decide.

 

I stayed late at college, trying to get some reading done. Dinner was already made for that night – leftovers. It was probably time to branch out to other dishes. I wasn’t sure how many nights in a row I could tolerate chana curry. Also, I didn’t want to go home to an empty house. The lounge was still set up for Dad even though he’d now been moved to the hospice. It felt almost like a shrine to him. And my bedroom was too small and draughty for me to want to spend any time in there. Staying in the college library was the only thing to do. I killed some more time going through uni prospectuses. I was trying to find the right subject. Maybe something science-y? Or History? But I couldn’t see what that would be for. I’d need a job after uni. Would History give me that? It’s not like I had a spare £100K or whatever to fart on figuring out what I wanted to do with my life. I had to be sure before committing myself to that level of debt. I added it to the list of worries swirling around in my head.

Madhu had left already. There was a youth arts collective in town she belonged to and they were all going to see some film tonight and then talk about it over expensive ice cream. It didn’t sound like my kind of thing – not that I had the money to pay for a cinema ticket and a bus ride into the centre, let alone the ice cream. And anyway, it was nice, after a day of talking and being talked at, to be in an environment where there was enforced silence.

When I eventually headed out for the train, the college campus was pretty empty. Aside from a few people arriving for night classes and the security guy, I was the only one left in the building. I cut through the car park cos it was dead and there were no teachers around to tell me off, and I walked down the alleyway that led to the train station.

I didn’t have a ticket but I knew there were no barriers. I’d pay if there was an inspector. But there never was at this time of night. Ever.

The platform was empty, so I sat down on a bench all the way up one end to wait. That way, I wouldn’t have long to walk to get out of the station when I got off.

I’d just missed a train. Its lights glowed with a diminishing yellow as it disappeared in the direction of home. My brain was swimming with ways to attack my coursework. My feet felt like they’d been glued to my socks and trainers all day. All I wanted to do was take them off and rub my toes into the carpet before lying down and going to sleep. My stomach rumbled.

I took a samosa out of my bag and bit into it. It had gone soggy. I’d put it in the plastic container while it was still hot and closed the lid, cos I’d been in a rush. While the pastry wasn’t very crunchy, it still tasted delicious. The lamb, the peas, the garam masala. Bristol Sweet Mart did not mess about. It was legendary for its bitings.

I heard some loud chatter to my left and stole a look. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone. I didn’t know this area too well and I didn’t know who lived here.

Three guys were stumbling down the platform, clutching beer cans, yelling at each other at the tops of their voices.

‘And then, she basically let me kiss her cos I gave her a lift – what a stupid bitch …’

‘Mate, that’s nothing. There was this one girl who—’

‘Shut up, you virgin.’

‘Yeah whatever, mate …’

‘I’m—’

‘Virgin … virgin … virgin …’

I put my hood up and tried to make myself as small as possible. I carried on eating.

‘Here, I’m starving – can I have a bite?’

I looked up to see one of the guys standing in front of me. He was pointing at my samosa.

‘What is that shit anyway?’

‘Stinks like curry, dunnit,’ said one of his friends, sitting down on the bench next to me.

I felt the bench shudder for just a second with the impact of him. I kept my eyes on my samosa, not looking up.

I shifted in my seat, trying to make myself disappear. I stared at the half a samosa in my hand. I wanted to stand up and walk to the other end of the platform. That was all I needed to do. Stand up. Walk down the platform. Stand up. Just stand up. Make your legs work. Why won’t my legs work? Stand up! Walk away, for Christ’s sake.

But I couldn’t move. I remained as quiet and as still as I could. I even held my breath. My stubble grazed my hood. The noise felt so loud.

‘Oi, I’m talking to you,’ the man in front of me said again. I could feel the third friend pacing behind me. It made my neck itchy knowing he was there, and I couldn’t see his face, just heard him breathing and crushing a beer can incessantly. ‘Give us a bite of your curry thing. What is it? A mimosa?’

His mates cracked up. The one behind me was creasing so much, he banged my shoulder hard as he laughed. I flinched.

‘Samosa. Sam, you idiot. Sam-osa. Like you. Isn’t that right, mate?’

‘Can you even talk English?’ the one called Sam asked. He suddenly stopped laughing. ‘I want a bite. Now. I’m hungry.’

I didn’t reply.

‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ the guy sitting next to me whispered, getting up. ‘Not again …’

Without thinking, I took a bite of the samosa.

Sam smacked at my mouth.

I bit down on my tongue and my cheek stung with the smack. I cried out in pain. I bent forward, dropping the samosa and cupping my mouth. I’d never been hit before. I peered up at Sam. He looked angry.

Stand up! Walk away! Please, just stand up. Please . . . I thought.

I whimpered.

‘I said, I wanted. A. Bite,’ I heard Sam say.

Something landed hard on my back. It felt like an entire body. It was so heavy it jerked me forward quickly. My nose whacked into my knee and I had the wind knocked out of me as I slumped off the bench. It was the man behind me. He’d jumped me. I fell into Sam, who kicked me away.

‘Leave him, Sam,’ I heard one of them say. Probably the one who’d been sitting on the bench. ‘CCTV, innit.’

‘This stupid immigrant needs to get a beating. When the vans come to take him back home, there won’t be much left of him.’

‘Forget it,’ the other guy said. ‘I’m walking home.’

‘You shit-skin paki bastard,’ the man who’d landed on me said, standing up.

The words hit me like I’d been doused in ice water. I forgot where I was, just for a split second, and rolled on to my back in shock.

I wish I’d looked harder now. I wish I’d seen their faces for more than a second. But then I remembered I wanted my body to be as small as possible and curled into a ball.

The first kick that landed crunched at my ribs. It was like running into a wall. The second, in my side, knocked all the air out of me. I forgot to breathe. Everything was burning. I wanted to die there and then. Just so it would end.

I didn’t think it could get worse until Sam, the main guy, started kicking me in my stomach. With the full force of a Timberland boot. Cracking everything inside me. Sometimes he missed my stomach. He got my thigh, my privates, my ribs, my arms.

I was crying through it all.

I had never been in so much pain.

It was my fault.

They kicked me a bunch more times and called me every single racist name under the sun. Then the train came. And they both got on. Leaving me there on the platform, bleeding, coughing and crying. I had never been attacked before. I’d never even been hit. I just wasn’t one of those kids you noticed or cared enough about to do damage to. I was the quietest person in the room. I hated being seen. I hated standing out.

It felt like hours, but was over in seconds. Scars that could last a lifetime, taking seconds to inflict.

I lay there on the platform crying in shame. Because I knew I’d have to explain this to Mum. And she didn’t need another thing to worry about.

I sensed other people arrive on the platform at some point. Voices around me, concerned. But I just lay there, unable to move, unable to speak. I was like a stick insect, trying to blend into the platform in the hope that I’d be left alone. I didn’t want anyone else to hurt me.

When the next train came, I tried to pull myself to the train door. I cried out when someone’s hands went under my armpits, hoisting me up.

‘You OK?’

‘Can we call someone?’

‘No …’ I whimpered as they helped me up and on to the train. ‘Don’t touch me.’

I felt myself jolt down into a seat and lean forward. I thought I was going to be sick.

Everything in me was stinging, on fire. The doors beeped shut. The train carriage felt airless and there was a cold sweat all over the back of my neck and ears. I had three stops to travel, then a ten minute walk. I didn’t know how I was going to do it.

But more than that, I felt a heaviness around me. Like my body was shutting down in order to manage the pain. It wanted me to sleep. I could feel my eyes closing. I could feel my hands going limp. My forearms were bruised, I could tell, from where I’d used them to shield my head from kicks. I wanted to cry.

Why had they done this to me? Over a samosa. Over a goddamn samosa. Why had they done this? Why hadn’t I just given him a bite? Why hadn’t I just got up and walked away? Why hadn’t I stood up for myself? Would that have made it worse or made them realise I was a person and not a paki? My last thoughts before I fell asleep were to blame myself for everything that had happened on that train platform.

1.3

As I slept, I had sensations of people talking to me, shouting at me, being lifted and carried, before feeling the light change from murky and dimmed to intensely brighter.

I woke up to a blinding light. I flinched and gasped.

‘Easy, easy,’ someone said, softly.

The light went away and it took me a few seconds to focus my eyes. Smiling at me, a woman wearing green helped me sit up.

I whimpered. Everything was aching. Everywhere felt bruised.

‘What’s your name, young man?’ she asked.

‘Sunny … Shah. Sunil Shah. No, not Sunny … Sunil,’ I said, confused. ‘Where am I?’

‘Bristol Temple Meads station. Someone noticed you slumped and bleeding on the train and pulled the passenger alarm. You look like you’ve taken quite a beating. Are you OK?’

I shook my head.

‘No,’ I managed to say, wincing.

‘What’s hurting?’

‘Everything …’ I said.

The paramedic smiled, kindly, and looked at her partner, who was talking to a police officer. The police officer turned his attention to me and leant down.

‘Who did this?’ he asked, softly. ‘What did they look like?’

‘Give him a second,’ the paramedic said. ‘He just woke up.’

She waved him away and put something white on my face. It stung. I tried to move away from her hand but she pressed whatever it was firmly on to me.

‘Relax,’ she said. ‘We’re going to sort you out. Is there anyone I can call?’

I shook my head. ‘My mum’s at work.’

‘Dad?’

‘No, he can’t do anything.’

Slowly, I was regaining my voice. I talked the paramedic through everywhere that hurt and she assessed my injuries. She dressed a couple of cuts and applied pressure on sore points to see how serious they were. When she was done, she told me they were going to take me to A&E to get me checked out, make sure nothing more serious had happened. She asked if I could walk.

Commuters were looking at me with a mixture of bemusement and nosiness. I wanted to scream at them all to leave me alone. I hated that everyone could see me.

I nodded.

She placed her arm around me and helped me to my feet. I collapsed in her arms again. She steadied me, taking most of my weight. Her partner grabbed my other side and they walked me through the ticket barriers. On the other side, I felt like jelly, like my stomach was turning over and over, like I was going to be sick. Like I was floating. There was a rush of people coming and going and I could feel the heat emanating off their bodies, suffocating me.

‘Put me down, I can’t do this,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll get the stretcher. Take it easy,’ the paramedic said.

She helped me to sit on a bench while her partner disappeared, leaving the station.

‘I’m Shanai,’ she said, kindly.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ I replied. She laughed.

‘That’s very formal. Wanna tell me what happened?’ she asked. She looked over at the police officer. ‘I can be less, erm, direct maybe.’

I shook my head.

‘That’s fair. My advice would be to try to make some notes on what happened before you forget them. Sometimes trauma can make us sideline some details.’

‘I will,’ I told her.

Her partner arrived with a stretcher. I was forcing myself to ignore everyone around me. I felt too exposed.

Shanai lifted me on to the stretcher with her partner’s help. They strapped me in and wheeled me out of the station. Something about the motion and the heaviness of every single fibre in my body eventually made me fall asleep again before I even made it into the ambulance.

1.4

I woke up feeling something on my hand. It was warm and dry. I opened my eyes and looked down the bed. It was bright but the silhouette was unmistakeable.

Mum.

Sitting there, looking at me. She had her prayer beads in one hand so she could count them, something she did to calm herself down. The other hand covered mine.

‘Mum,’ I croaked, and she looked up at me.

It made me burst into tears. The crying hurt my insides and my tears stung at the cuts on my face.

‘Sunny, beta,’ she said. ‘My baba. Are you OK?’

‘Mum,’ I repeated, unable to say anything else. All I wanted was for her to scoop me up and cuddle me and protect me from the outside world. I cried. ‘Mummy, I’m sorry …’

‘Sorry for what?’ she interrupted. ‘Why are you sorry?’

‘They …’ I said, but the lumps in the back of my throat and my dry mouth and my wanting to keep the memory of what happened out of my brain caused me to be quiet. I gave a quiet hrrrrrr noise that eased out some more crying. My shoulders shook.

‘Sunny, darling, what happened?’ she said.

I looked away, trying to steady my voice.

‘Water,’ I said. ‘I need water.’

 

When we got home, she asked if I wanted to sleep in Dad’s bed in the lounge. It hadn’t been picked up yet. I shook my head. She smiled.

‘You can watch television whenever you like,’ she said.

‘I just want to be in my own bed,’ I replied.

She smiled again. I could tell by the way she kept looking at me, her mouth slightly open as if she was going to say something, that she wanted to understand what was going on and needed to ask me but was holding back. She helped me to my room and laid me down. We struggled to get my coat off. It got snagged on my elbow and no amount of wrenching could get it off. I was on a lot of painkillers so it didn’t hurt too much. Mum kept asking if I was OK. I felt numb. Nothing in me. I said I was fine.

I lay on the bed and what usually felt so comfortable and familiar hurt. My body didn’t feel right on this mattress. But I was too exhausted to complain. I shut my eyes as my way of telling Mum I didn’t want to talk any more.

I felt her stand up and walk towards the door. I heard it creak open. I kept my eyes closed. I tried to focus on my breathing like Shanai had told me just before I was helped into the ambulance. Numb still. I wanted to feel something. I wanted to feel sad, angry, relieved to be home at the very least. But I felt nothing.

‘Will you at least tell the police what happened?’

I opened my eyes. Mum was hovering in the doorway, her hand on the frame.

‘I don’t know yet,’ I said.

‘Who—’ she started to say, but stopped herself and gave me a weary but reassuring smile instead. ‘OK, get some rest.’

She closed the door.

I lay still, hoping for sleep to come. I wasn’t used to sleeping on my back. I could only fall asleep on my side, facing the wall, one foot out of the covers. I stared at the walls, empty, hopelessly awake, desperate for sleep to take my body over.

I hadn’t thought about what had happened the entire time I’d been attended to by Shanai in the station, in the hospital, in the taxi home.

It was my fault.

I looked at my lamp. I looked at the stack of unread Spider-Man comics on my bedside table. I’d had them for a few weeks and needed to give them back to Madhu. I looked at the mug of cold tea next to them. Mum had left it for me yesterday, but I had woken up late and not had time to drink it. It had scum on top. I looked at the street lamp outside the bedroom window above me. I looked at the bare walls. I looked around me at everything I could see, trying to distract myself from letting the thoughts in. I did not want to relive those moments.

Why had they called me a paki?

Why had they hit me?

Why hadn’t I let him have a bite of my samosa?

It was my fault.

1.5

Two hours of sleeplessness later and I could feel the pain sneaking in. The pills were wearing off. My body still, lying on my back, and my mind doing everything it could not to think. It was my sides and my forearms that seemed to hurt the most. They had absorbed the majority of the blows.

Why hadn’t I just got up and walked away?

Why hadn’t I just given him a bite?

Was that all it had been about? A damn samosa?

It was my fault.

I wanted to remember every single detail about those attackers. Just in case I told the police. I also wanted to forget every single detail about them. I didn’t want to tell the police. I didn’t want any more fuss. Everything was at odds in my mind.

Why had they called me a paki?

Why had they hit me?

Why hadn’t I let him have a bite of my samosa?

It was my fault.

Mum knocked lightly on the door and said she was going to her night shift at the hotel. She opened the door and stepped in. She put a steel cup of water down on the bedside table, on top of Madhu’s Spider-Man comics.

And a steel plate of samosas.

Again, on top of Madhu’s comics.

‘Move. Them,’ I said to her, hissing angrily. ‘Now.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Mum said.

I sat up, which caused my sides to burst with pain. I was breathing heavily and trying not to cry out. My entire body felt like it was on fire.

‘Move them off those comics now. Respect people’s property, Mum,’ I shouted.

I’d never shouted at my mum before. Never ever. She was the only person in the world I wasn’t afraid of talking to. I told her everything. I had never been angry with her, upset with her or annoyed with her. I trusted her. I came out to her when I was sixteen. She’d been quiet for an hour and then told me she loved me and was glad I got to be who I was more openly. She’d then suggested we didn’t tell Dad yet. She’d told me about his cancer even though he had wanted to keep it to himself. She held all our secrets. She was the person I trusted the most in the world.

And now I was shouting.

It was my fault.

Mum gave me a look that was a mixture of anger and sympathy and moved the plate and the cup off the comics. Without saying anything, she left the room. For work.

I sat there for a while in the same position, propped up on my elbows, disgusted with myself. What was happening to me?

 

I wasn’t prepared for how terrifying the flat felt when I knew I was on my own.

I needed to sleep.

Mum had, in her rush to get out of my room after I’d yelled at her, left the door ajar. I could hear steps going past our front door, the occasional bang and voice in the distance. There was a quiet beeping somewhere in the flat, which I knew was Mum’s Fitbit telling her to plug it in. The flat was entirely dark except for the street light outside my room making the curtains glow a deadened amber.

And I couldn’t see people coming in the dark.

I needed to get myself to sleep. Urgently.

I started rocking myself from side to side. It hurt. It really, really hurt. Reshifting my lump of a body, the carcass that wore the skin that had made me the subject of an attack, was almost impossible. But, once I built up momentum, I was able to wrench myself on to one side, so I was facing the wall. It felt like everything was being pulled into the mattress. I adjusted my limbs until they stopped throbbing and I closed my eyes. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it was familiar enough to try to convince sleep to rescue me.

A shout in the corridor woke me as I started to slip into sleep.

It was my fault.

I stared at bumps in the wall.

It was my fault.

I stared at the formation of old Blu Tack traces that had held up posters of Spider-Man, Wu-Tang Clan, Miles Davis and Mum and Dad on their wedding day.

It was my fault.

I’d taken everything down when Dad had become bedridden. I’d felt like I needed a change. I hadn’t found what I wanted to replace those posters with yet. I didn’t know who I wanted to be.

It was my fault.

My proximity to a samosa felt weird. Knowing it was there, this thing that had caused me such undue pain. The smell lingered in my nose, making me want to be sick. I had to do everything not to trigger the images in my head that would lead me back to that train platform.

I closed my eyes again.

Just as I felt sleep working its way up my body, towards my head, I saw him again, slapping my mouth. It was a quick flash. Blink and you’d miss it. Bang. But it jolted me awake.

 

I heard Mum come in around 4 a.m. I kept my eyes closed and my body still as I felt her shuffle about in the doorway.

She must have sensed I wasn’t asleep. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she whispered.

I waited till she’d left the room.

‘No thanks,’ I said to my wall.

It was my fault, wasn’t it?

This wouldn’t have happened if we’d stayed in London. If we’d not had to move cos of Dad’s condition. I’d never wanted to come here. When Mum had told me there was a specialist in Bristol that Dad needed to see and we would be moving, she’d assured me it was temporary. I’d smiled and nodded, knowing that I had to support them, but as soon as I could, I’d run to the toilet and cried. I would be leaving everything I knew. My school. My home. My cousin. My precious life that had been so sorted and cemented and real to me. Everything had pointed towards a change that’d given me a dull burn in my stomach. I hadn’t wanted to go. But I had. And look what’d happened to me.
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