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Praise for Moses McKenzie


			‘An Olive Grove in Ends chronicles the hard graft and grit of ghetto life in a poignant coming-of-age story rendered in the crackling song of a multi-ethnic UK street. McKenzie offers a rare glimpse into the harsh realities of street life and love in luminous prose rendered with sensitivity and without sentimentalism. An astonishing debut novel’ Cherie Jones, author of How the One-Armed Sister Sweeps her House

			‘An Olive Grove in Ends is a remarkable debut, bristling with sharp prose and daring originality. Moses McKenzie offers us a fascinating glimpse into the vibrant world of Ends, whose colourful inhabitants – Sayon in particular – will linger with readers long after the novel comes to a close’ Nathan Harris, author of The Sweetness of Water

			‘[An Olive Grove in Ends] is magnificent. Moses’ talent is off the scale . . . This is a phenomenally good novel, tense and thrilling and complex, with breath-stealing moments on every page. And the language. Oh, man’ Donal Ryan, author of The Spinning Heart

			‘What struck me most forcibly about An Olive Grove in Ends was the poetic strength and majesty of its prose – as the author himself might have it, ‘‘like clarified honey’’. From an author of such tender years – he is yet but twenty-two – this consummately crafted work can only be a harbinger of a stellar and truly significant career. I urge you to read it’ Patrick McCabe, author of The Butcher Boy

			‘Engrossing . . . A tough yet tender story of faith and friendship’ Observer

		

	
		
			
About the Book


			The dazzling debut novel about love, community and dreams deferred – by an exciting new literary voice

			Sayon Hughes, a young Black man from Bristol, dreams of a world far removed from the one in which he was raised. Far removed from the torn slips outside the bookie’s, the burnt spoons and the crooked solutions his community embraces; most of all, removed from the Christianity of his uncaring parents and the prejudice of law-makers.

			Growing up, Sayon found respite from the chaos of his environment in the love and loyalty of his brother-in-arms, Cuba; in the example of his cousin Hakim, a man once known as the most infamous drug-dealer in their neighbourhood, now a proselytising Muslim; and in the tenderness of his girl, Shona, whose own sense of purpose galvanises Sayon’s.

			In return, Sayon wants to give the people he loves the world: a house atop a grand hill in the most affluent area of the city, a home in which they can forever find joy and safety. But after an altercation in which a boy is killed, Sayon finds his loyalties torn and his dream of a better life in peril.

		

	
		
			For Ty, my little man. I wrote this for you so I pray you feel this. I thought we had years left.
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			Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?

			– Matthew 6:26

			This is a story, much like any other, of ends and beginnings. Like any story, it is hard to know where to begin. But I think it makes sense to start at home, or a home. Actually, it might be more accurate to call it a house; one that stood alone atop Mount Zion, overlooking Leigh Woods, the Avon Valley and the muddy river that wound beneath.

			‘Dis is the yard,’ I told Cuba, as we waited at its bourn, ‘the one man’s marge showed man when man was a young buck.’

			The Bath stone house in the area known as Clifton was all original features; sash windows and working shutters. It had a vestibule and behind it a long plot of land that tripped and fell into the woods like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. It could have been plucked from a fairy tale about two adventurers who had stumbled across the city of God. The front of the house was gated, guarded by statuette men from all nations clothed in white robes and carrying palm fronds. And in the middle of the driveway sat a fountain of living water.

			‘It’s rah massive,’ Cuba said. And I understood his astonishment. It was a world away from the one we knew. Even if we owned the yard next to Nanny’s and knocked it through, it wouldn’t have reached half the size.

			We left our push bikes by the fountain and helped each other over the fence and into the back garden. ‘Do you know who lives here?’ Cuba asked. I shook my head. ‘Dey must be up doe, init?’

			‘Must be.’

			My mama used to bring me to this house when I wasn’t much older than a toddler. We wouldn’t come inside – she wasn’t as brazen as Cuba and me – we would only drive to the gate, and she would point up at the windows and tell me how she would imagine herself looking out of them when she was but a child herself.

			She would cycle into Clifton and across the Suspension Bridge just to look at the yard. There were other houses on the road, for it was narrow with many mansions, but it was this one that caught her eye. It was the furthest from the street, she explained, as far from the hustle and bustle as one could get.

			‘You know man’s gonna live here someday, cuz,’ I announced.

			Cuba screwed his face; he didn’t mean to doubt me, but he wasn’t accustomed to dreams. ‘How you gonna buy dis yard, akh? You need White people ps to buy dis – big man ting.’

			‘Don’t watch dat,’ I told him. ‘Man’ll find a way, truss me.’

			Cuba put his arms across his little chest and huffed in the manner of a man about to embark upon yet another noble quest. ‘Say no more, g, but if you’re gonna buy it den man’ll help you, init. Dat’s what family’s for.’

			In the back garden the sun caught in the shade and couldn’t strike the grass, but its efforts were rewarded with a mellow air that had paid no mind to the weather elsewhere. The grounds were vast, with streams that led from pond to pond, fruit trees and countless flowering shrubs.

			‘You know deh’s horses in the woods, init?’ I said, repeating what my mama had told me all those years ago.

			‘Horses?’

			‘Yeah, fam. White horses. And my marge told man dat Jesus rides on white horses, blud.’

			‘I bet dey would sell for ps den, init?’ Cuba muttered. We fell silent as we thought about how many packets of sweets we could buy for a white horse that even Jesus would ride. ‘You reckon we could sell dem?’ he whispered.

			I shrugged, and climbed into the low branches of a tree close to a pond. Cuba picked fallen twigs from the base and threw them as far as he could; they broke the surface of the water and floated idly. ‘Only if you can catch dem first.’ We looked at each other, the fire in our eyes ablaze like jasper stones, then we raced to the bottom of the garden and through the cast-iron gate at its foot.

			We spent the entire afternoon chasing the shadows of those white horses, but we didn’t catch the swish of a tail, nor the print of a hoof. We returned to the house-atop-the-hill downcast and defeated. I found my place in the tree again, and Cuba took up the twigs.

			The water that ran from pond to pond had no foul smell. It was lazy, like a river of clarified honey. I thought if I knelt to taste it I might have refreshed myself after such a disappointing day, but Cuba had other ideas. He pointed toward the house. ‘Yo, you wanna see what’s inside?’

			‘How?’ I asked.

			He took a large stone from a rockery beside the pond and tossed it through the basement window. ‘Watch what you’re doing, blud!’ I yelled. ‘Don’t break man’s yard!’

			Ready to run, we waited on tenterhooks for the sound of an alarm, but none came. ‘Dis shit’s so old,’ Cuba said after a minute, ‘man knew it wouldn’t even have no security, fam.’

			‘What about my window, blud? Why’d you do dat?’

			‘Dey’ll fix it before you buy it, g, don’t worry,’ Cuba grinned, ‘and if dey don’t, I’ll send you some ps to cover it. It’s calm, bro. We’re in dis together, remember? Come, fam.’ He swept the broken slivers from the window with his sleeve and we wriggled through a slit wide enough only for ten-year-old boys.

			Inside were high ceilings, grand fireplaces, reception halls and drawing rooms. Whoever the owners were, they had spared no expense. Marble floors like sheets of glass. Huge chandeliers in each room. Cushions and carpets from countries outside of any I knew. The kitchen was stocked with an astonishing array of meats, a thousand jars containing every delicacy from marmalades to capers, an assortment of breads and cheeses, a cupboard full of sweet stuffs and an oven bigger than both of us.

			And the bedrooms: they could have slept a hundred refugees. It was the first time I saw a pantry and a laundry room. The first time I’d travelled up four flights of stairs not in a block of flats. And that day I realised, more than ever, why my mama had fallen in love with the place; it was perfect – the perfect home.

			‘What do you reckon dese man do to afford all dis, cuz?’ Cuba asked. ‘You reckon dey shot?’ He appeared in the doorway behind me with two watches hanging from his arm. He’d had to push them up to his elbow to keep them in place. Cuba handed me one as I handed him some food from a cupboard.

			The watch was gold like the sofas in the living room and had four faces that ticked at different speeds and pointed to different measures of time. I pocketed it because finders keepers and losers weepers.

			We spent the evening exploring the house, eating from the fridge and napping on the beds. We lived like kings until the day grew old and voices came from outside, adult voices. Cuba gripped my arm and we crept to the front door.

			Outside, grown-ups were pointing at the house and a fed was crouched over the bikes. The adults told the officer that they were good friends with the owners, who were weekending, and that they had heard a crash out back and nothing since.

			Cuba’s grip tightened. ‘Yo, we need to cut, g,’ he whispered. We bolted back through the broken window and lost the law in the woods. From there we ran home, back to Ends. And a decade passed until I reached my twentieth year.

			To everything there may have been a season, but some things remained unchanged and I wouldn’t rest until I owned that house-atop-the-hill.
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			Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by it. Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life, and there are few who find it.

			– Matthew 7:13–14

			There are roads in neighbourhoods like mine all across the country. Broad roads. Without mansions. In England they have names like City Road or High Street, except this road was called Stapleton, and those familiar with her charm might call her Stapes.

			They were broad roads because they tracked their way from one side of Ends to the other. Ends was what we called our neighbourhood, or any neighbourhood like ours. I wasn’t sure of the reason, whether it was because it was where the downtrodden saw the light at the end of the tunnel, or because once you arrived you only left when those in charge wanted to rebrand. Either way, it was stuffed to the gunwales with people trying to make ends meet, so the name made sense.

			It was a far cry from Clifton.

			The moment you left the city’s centre you could hear or smell Ends, whether you took a left after Stapes, or carried straight through Old Market. The sounds were disorderly. It smelt non-White. It was the other side of Abbey Road and industrial wastebins that were padlocked in other neighbourhoods hung and stank like open stomachs. You could find a million dreams deferred in the torn slips that littered outside the bookie’s.

			I loved and hated this road.

			It would always have a place in my heart, a certain fondness I kept in acknowledgement of how it had shaped the man I had become. I had grown to know Shona right here too, and for that I was truly grateful. Still, I hated it because there was nowhere I was better known, a fact I would soon come to find more troublesome than I’d ever imagined. And nowhere was there a greater example of how much pain we could normalise as human beings.

			The road was patrolled by young and old: abtis arranged tables outside cafés, serving tea from pans; they peered into the faces of young hijabis, trying to find a likeness and match daughter to hooyo. Their sons and nephews stood outside corner shops and met at park benches, and together with my cousins, they were watched by the disapproving eyes of our respective elders.

			I belonged to the Hughes family. The infamous Hughes family – known to police and hospital staff across the city. Except in truth, I was a Stewart. It was the name written on my birth certificate, and it was my papa’s name, but I owed it no allegiance.

			Usually, the women in the Hughes family kept their surname if they ever married – which they did, several times – but my mama, Erica, had been all too quick to rid herself of such a burden. That was how my mama viewed any attachment to her maiden name. She twisted the familial bottle cap and poured past relationships down the drain like a wino intent on betterment. She had tried to impart her ideology on to me, but I was Hughes through and through.

			A long time ago she had forsaken her desire for the house-atop-the-hill and, as a teen, had wed my papa, then a trainee pastor. And now, much to the mockery of our family, she was a pastor’s wife and worship leader and had inherited two names instead of one. Like new shoes, Sister replaced Mrs, and Stewart ousted Hughes.

			I had more cousins than rivers had rivulets, and like a doting stepmother, Stapes took us all in. A few of my aunties had council houses on the offshoots, and I think I had a cousin or two in the high-rises that overlooked the toings and froings of the busy road. Those who didn’t live nearby could be found on Stapes more often than in their own homes – at Nanny’s, in Ladbrokes or one of the yard shops, buying cassava and plantain. My likkle cousins might be found at the blue cage playing ball, and the elders might be at one of the free houses tossing dominoes and talking about things they knew nutun about.

			My cousin Winnie called the street itself home. She slept on the baptist church steps and begged cigarette stubs from the gutter. She said she found the gutter more giving than the people passing, but maybe the people passing had nutun left to give.

			I sailed the pavements in June as one accustomed to the breaks in the concrete. I swayed clear of battyman poles and touched fists with those who knew me well enough to acknowledge me, but not enough to ask how I was. And even if they had asked, I would’ve lied and said all was well.

			My cousin Bunny spotted me from across the street and touched his hand to his heart, then to the sky. I returned his salute and we kept it pushing.

			Bunny was a funny one, unpredictable like the weather. If there was a child in Ends without a father, we said it was Bunny’s yute. He was to women what Vybz was to Jamaica’s youth – at least that’s what he thought.

			He called himself the Garfield Sobers of infidelity.

			Once, not long before my twentieth summer began, I had seen him sprawled across a bus stop, hair half-cornrowed, tracksuit at his knees, with Winnie asleep on his thigh and a crack pipe in his hand. He’d looked at me through glass eyes but I didn’t tarry. The next morning I saw him at the helm of an empty pram, walking through Cabot Circus in a cheap suit with two of his yutes on either side. His arm was linked with a young woman’s who wasn’t either of their mamas, and he held a brick phone to his ear with his shoulder.

			I didn’t take more than ten steps before bumping into my next relation. Side-stepping a shrivelled Kurd who shuffled with his head down and his hands held behind his back, I encountered the wide bosom of Aunty Paulette.

			Aunty Paulette was my mama’s younger sister and she had spent much of her life inside. She wore a fistful of gold rings and one of them chains from Claire’s with the letter ‘P’ in bold italics. Her favourite thing to do was to jam her finger into older men’s chests and tell them that she was twice the man they were.

			‘Wahum, Sayon,’ she said, busy picking sup’m from her teeth with her tongue. ‘Stand up straight wen mi ahh chat to yuh nuh man, yuh shoulders deh slouch an yuh look miserable, yuh just ahh ruin di day energy man, chuhh. Yuh see Bunny? Mi affi chat to im.’

			I told her where I’d seen him.

			‘Who im deh wid?’

			I told her he was alone.

			‘Good. Mi av ahh bone fi pick wid im, enuh.’ She then proceeded to pick the bone with me. Apparently Bunny had borrowed a twenty sheet from her last week and was refusing to pay her back. Aunty Paulette had been forced to borrow the money from Nanny and now Nanny was at her neck because she couldn’t play her numbers.

			I struggled to appear concerned. I had some change on me, a little less than a grand – my aunty knew that – why else would she complain to her nephew? I took a ball of money from my pocket and unwound the elastic bands keeping the notes together. The house fund wouldn’t miss it, so I gave her two twenties and suffered the kiss she planted on my cheek.

			‘Tenk yuh, Nephew,’ she drawled, tucking the money into her brassiere and pushing the words over and around the mint in her mouth. ‘Yuh keep outtah trouble now, yuh ear?’ And just like that, Aunty Paulette was gone. Gone to inflict an earful upon the next man that eyed her the wrong way or looked at her rear a little longer than she liked.

			The end of a dual carriageway split Stapes in two. If the first part was mini-Mogadishu or bantam-Hargesia, the second (top side) was likkle Kingston: more bookies, barbers and chicken shops, more billboards and men sat low in coupés with dark windows.

			There was a Pakistani-owned wig shop selling Brazilian hair to West African women. Across the street, their ill-mannered Caribbean competition saw less custom. Further up the road, on the corner of a branching avenue, blue-and-white police tape cordoned off the footpath where I’d taken Cordell’s life not two days ago.

			The difference between where I lived and where I wanted to be living was laughable. I wrung my hands as I walked and comforted myself with the knowledge that I would be rid of the filth soon; all I had to do was remain free.

			The attending officers who were standing beside the tape scanned the crowds, looking for admissions of guilt in the dark faces of passing strangers, but I made it impossible for them, or anyone else watching, to read my trepidation. As ever, there was bop in my stride and a bounce to my gait, but my mind was split, contorted in a million directions, few of them fruitful.

			I’d worked hard these past years, and my boyhood dream was well within sight. If all went to plan, I would be able to offer the homeowners eighty per cent of the house’s last valuation. Eighty per cent. Cash. By the end of the year. And with the promise of more to come – surely they couldn’t refuse that? But it was just that which bothered me: if all went to plan. Because it was only June, and Cordell’s death had me scrambling.

			I checked the time. I had an appointment to keep and would be late if I dawdled, but as I approached the crime scene I felt I needed something to ease my spirit; and good company, even brief, could do that.

			On any other day I would have crossed the carriageway and stopped at the first corner shop for a patty and a bag juice, so in order to maintain the appearance of normalcy that’s exactly what I did.

			The shop front was painted a deep green and in a high, bright-yellow scrawl the sign read: ‘Viv’s’.

			Viv was an old-timer in Ends. He had come to England with the first ships in the late forties, moved to Bristol for dock work and sekkled a community. Viv’s was open from March through October, when he packed up and went back ahh yard fi winter. ‘Back to di wife,’ he would always say. I would ask, ‘Which one?’ And he would wink and put a finger to his lips: ‘Whichever one nuh baddah mi, star.’

			His family was the only one older than mine in the city. We knew each other well and demonstrated our respect through patronage. I gave him an extra tenner each visit and dropped a couple of pounds in the charity box I knew he took a cut from.

			Going home wasn’t cheap; I didn’t blame him.

			As I entered the shop I shouted his name, but I needn’t have bothered because the tinkle announced my entrance too. ‘Viv,’ I called. No answer. ‘Yo, Viv, yuh cyaan ear mi?’ I checked to make sure the officers hadn’t followed me inside, then dropped loose change in a box claiming the money went to starving Africans and leant across the counter.

			Through a hatch behind the till, a small set of stairs led to a basement that ran beneath two properties. It was where Viv kept his ‘hexpensive liquors and hexcess stock’. It was also where he grew marijuana plants in a locked room. He hung the key around his neck next to a beaded chain and a rusted locket with a busted case. The exposed photograph in the locket was of him as a boy sat on his mama’s knee. He wore a white frock to match his mama’s sweeping hat and gown. Age had stained the picture pink, forcing rose-tinted spectacles on any who caught the young boy’s eye.

			I assumed the old man was with the greenery and that he wouldn’t be long, so I tended the shop to pass the time. It would do well to take my mind from things.

			Whilst I waited, two likkle yutes hustled into the store. They wore backpacks bigger than themselves and talked about footballing events from before they were born. They didn’t give me a second glance. When I was coming up, an older would have checked us for that. A nod of deference was required, at the very least. I had thought it stupid then, but I understood it now. It was about respect. It was the acknowledgement of something bigger than ourselves. Still, the two yutes were in a world of their own, so I left them to it.

			I propped the door ajar and stood in its entrance. In the middle of the road a dread was slowing both sides of the traffic as he shouted sweet nothings at a larger-than-life White woman across the street. A mother took advantage of the temporary tailback and shooed her train of children between the cars. And behind the police tape I could make out the discoloured pavement where Cordell’s blood had dried.

			Two officers stood beside the tape ready to hurry any gawkers along, but since this wasn’t Clifton, the scene was hardly worth much more than a passing glance.

			I had never entered the adolescent stage of thinking myself immortal. My mortality was as real to me as the soil I shovelled on to the aunts, uncles and cousins we buried. That was one of the downfalls of having a large family: the funerals outnumbered even the weddings.

			A reedy voice came from behind me: ‘Yo, scuse me.’ The two yutes were waiting to leave. The boy who spoke looked at me through hooded eyes, unsure of what resistance I would provide. The other yute hung at his arm and glared, but didn’t offer a word.

			‘Unuh ain’t buy nutun?’ I asked. They shared a look.

			‘Nah,’ the spokesman said. They each had their hands stuffed into their pockets, which were fuller than they had been when they arrived. I took my eyes from them and noticed the absence of a handful of sweets and chocolate bars from the counter.

			‘Say no more,’ I nodded, opening the door for them to leave. As they stepped on to Stapes and shared a triumphant smile, I recalled how close my ear had been to the streets at that age. ‘Yo,’ I called after them, they half-turned, half-made ready to run, but I beckoned them closer. ‘You man heard what happened?’ I asked, nodding towards the police tape. They followed my eye and shrugged. The spokesman reached for a Snickers, tore the wrapper, and took a bite.

			‘I heard it was one Mali yute dat did it,’ he said, but his friend was quick to disagree. He ripped a Skittles packet wide open and tipped some into his mouth.

			‘Nah, I heard it was one ahh dem man from Pauls.’

			They shrugged in unison again.

			‘Could’ve been anyone, init?’ I replied, gladdened that the streets hadn’t attached my cousin’s name or mine to the hearsay. ‘Aight, say no more, enjoy the rest of your day you man; look after yourselves.’ They nodded and began to leave. ‘An stop teefin,’ I called after them. They laughed and skipped away, revelling in the adrenaline rush that being caught allowed.

			It was all fun and games in the mind of a child. Consequences were butts of reefers to be flicked into the road and any interference was worthy of prejudice and scorn. But even in my youth I was far removed from a child, and after what had happened, consequences waited for me around the corner like chancers ready to pounce.

			It didn’t seem like Viv was coming back any time soon, so I paid for the boys’ sweets and sought a moment’s comfort elsewhere.
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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.

		

	
		
			
4


			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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