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For my mother, Megan Kanneh, and for my father, A.B. Kanneh. For my sister, Isata, and my brothers, Steven and James. Also for Stuart, and of course Isata, Braimah, Sheku, Konya, Jeneba, Aminata and Mariatu.
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Prologue


Into the World


IT WAS BRIGHT and warm, with nowhere to hide. I swallowed the impulse to cower inside, willing the hours to pass. We were at the precipice and there was no turning back. The 15th May 2016 was a day that the whole family had worked towards for longer than we could remember. All of us were implicated in the collective drama, reaching its final act on a day stark with light. I wanted to pull away from the glare and tuck my children in behind me. I wanted to wear a black jumper and creep inside, somewhere out of view. My third child, Sheku, had worked unrelentingly for this moment. We as a family had listened to him, watched him play, commented on every note, every expression, every intonation of each bar, each piece. We watched him become a cellist, guided and honed by his teacher, and helped him to grow into this boy who had to fill a London concert hall with sound and meaning. 


Today was the Final of BBC Young Musician. At sixteen, Sheku had gone through nine months of gruelling work to make his way through each round of the competition. Now he had turned seventeen. I thought about how and why we had started on this long road, with all the demands of daily practice and hours of unremitting focus. I remembered the six-year-old boy with the quarter-size cello and how he transformed when he touched it. The wild, active, naughty boy with a love of gymnastics, football and secret jokes with his brother would become still and almost reverential, listening to the sound that came from bow and string and hearing nothing else. The sudden concentration on his face as he touched the cello, the flow of feeling that came from boy and instrument, seemed to change both and to create something entirely new. We had no choice. 


We arrived early. Sheku was already backstage at the Barbican, having stayed nearby and rehearsed for a few days. He had shared a hotel room with his Dad, Stuart, the perfect companion. Stuart was utterly involved, intensely committed, but he was also the one who could give Sheku those relaxed evenings, watching football on the TV and talking sport. Had I been Sheku’s companion, I would have been a wound spring and comprehensively got on his nerves. 


We all entered the cool building and there, coming out of the backstage door, was Sheku. I paused, knowing that the full wave of my unruly emotions had no place here. Braimah, his brother, went straight to him and I was grateful for that easy, big-brother companionship. My role was different, and I needed to stand back and let Sheku breathe. But he was too compassionate for that and came for a sympathetic hug. I burst into tears. 


I wiped my face as Sheku disappeared backstage, aching with the effort to let him go, and we all entered the main foyer. It was crammed, loud with speculation and curiosity. 


The BBC Young Musician Final is an event heady with precedent. Many major British classical musicians have emerged from past Finals, and the fact that it has been televised since 1978 has pushed it to almost mythic status. My son had made it to this legendary Final, and here we all were – Sheku’s six siblings, my husband and myself – unimaginably entering the Barbican for the last concerto round. 


There had been an article in The Times the day before by Julian Lloyd Webber, which finally asked the question that the media had not dared name. It brought to the fore what everyone had been thinking. How did a young Black boy from a state-funded school in Nottingham get to this prestigious Final? And why was he the only one – ever? 


Suddenly, we were surrounded by representatives from Trinity School, not only Sheku’s music teachers but also his head teacher, former head teacher and other subject teachers, all coming as a surprise to support their pupil. I was overwhelmed by this swell of belief and celebration. They had travelled all the way from Nottingham to London to gather around Sheku and cheer him on. Then Sheku’s grandmother, aunties and cousin arrived. Sheku’s cello teacher and some of the children’s instrument teachers also came, as well as a host of friends. The luthier who had made the cello Sheku played before and during the earlier rounds was there with his wife, and other parents of musical children. This sense of companionship made me melt with gratitude. 


The crowd started entering the concert hall, impressive in its width with tiered theatrical semi-circular seating and a long stage ready with the orchestra’s chairs. Most of us had never before set foot in a major London concert hall. Now, we were taking our seats to see Sheku play Shostakovich’s ‘Cello Concerto No. 1’ with the BBC Symphony Orchestra on the most important day of his life. 


But this was a competition. Two other soloists were to take their turn on the stage, and they were formidable competitors. Ben Goldscheider would play the French horn and Jess Gillam the saxophone. All three were friends, and all bright with concentration. 


We watched the television cameras around the hall and close to the stage with mounting anxiety as the hall filled to capacity. I looked at the faces of the six of my children who were in the audience. Mariatu, aged six, was sitting bolt upright with her braids falling like corkscrews around her face. She was wearing her favourite going-out dress and couldn’t wait to see Sheku walk out with his cello. Her quarter-size cello was waiting at home, wrapped up in its dusty canvas case. It had been Sheku’s and Jeneba’s first cello, but Mariatu had not yet started playing it. For now, she was continuing with violin, but turning her attention all the time to the cello. Whenever Sheku played, Mariatu would move closer and sit on the floor in front of him, transfixed by the sound. 


Aminata, aged ten, was sitting nervously with her big dark eyes darting round the crowds, not missing a thing. Konya and Jeneba sat next to each other, bound by anticipation. I looked along all their black-braided heads to Braimah, who was also thinking only of his brother, and Isata – sitting further along with her fellow Royal Academy of Music students. Stuart, my husband, fidgeted beside me while I sat rigid. 


There is something mesmerising when a moment long dreamed of begins to unfold. We sat, our whole family, in the hushed shadows of the audience, all faces turned to my son on stage, in the centre of a fierce and magical concentration. I knew every note of the concerto. Every phrase of music had been practised, discussed at length, experimented with for months before. There had been in-depth lessons at the Junior Royal Academy. Sheku had worked carefully through the score with the composition teacher. He’d had run-in performances and consultations. Braimah had sat with Sheku for hours, focusing on the bowing, the tone, the meaning of each note and passage. 


There was nothing rushed about this moment, and yet it was intensely spontaneous. Something new and unrepeatable happens in live performance and Sheku can create a new and bold alchemy every time he walks on stage. Even though I had heard every note before, I found the performance a revelation. 


The conductor, Mark Wigglesworth, looked at Sheku and the sudden sound of the cello gave me a visceral shock. Sheku played the first determined bow strokes before my mind had settled. I was dazzled by the sudden fact that we were here and it was now. The unified sound of the BBC Symphony Orchestra was incredible. It was as though Sheku were leading everyone on an extraordinary journey into an expression of anguish, despair and passion. How could a boy, just turned seventeen, feel all of this and communicate it so powerfully through a cello? 


Where did that knowledge come from? What was the experience that informed it? How did he know what he was playing? 


Sheku turned his head to hear the clarinet and usher the sounds into the foreground. Then the horn, an alarm heavy with portent, was signalled by a tilt of his body. The power of the string section swelled through him as he leaned his head back and allowed the cello to join forces. I was held breathless with attention. I didn’t dare move. I had to hold every bow stroke, feel the indent of the strings in the flesh of my fingers, hear every signal from the orchestra. If I flinched or missed a beat, the threads that held Sheku in alliance with the orchestra might loosen. It all depended on me, his mother, to carry him through. 


In the interval before Sheku played, I had rushed Mariatu into a toilet cubicle. She was inconsolable, tears racing down her cheeks. ‘But Mum, what if Sheku doesn’t win? What will he do? I can’t stand it’. At the age of six it was unbearable to her that Sheku might not achieve the prize for which he had worked so hard. What if all our careful listening, all our love, did not carry him through? I bent down to her and put my hands on her trembling shoulders. ‘Sheku will play other concerts and enter other competitions’, I replied. ‘Playing music doesn’t have an end. And we’ll look after him’. 


I emerged from the cubicle into the crowds of excited people who were high on delight and expectation, and smiled. I wondered if I had done enough. I had bought Sheku’s clothes, polished his shoes, taken his bow to be rehaired, cooked his food, listened to him play. But the loneliness of the soloist hit me hard. On stage, bow in hand, there was only him. During the quiet movement, full of ethereal harmonics on the cello, high as whispers, and the answering notes of the celeste, I realised that it was the moments where Sheku was not playing that haunted me. I watched his face as he listened to the orchestra, his attention utterly absorbed. He had the gift of drawing all the separate instruments, performance personalities and phrases into one centre. By watching his face, I could see into the heart of the music. 


The orchestra was coming to its biggest crescendo and the raging focus in Sheku’s face and body lifted him out of his seat for the final flourishes. Then it was over. A roar filled the concert hall. Sheku was bowing, embracing the conductor. People were getting to their feet, and Stuart and I were dazed, elated, our hearts full. 


Sheku walked onstage three times to bow again to the audience, carrying his cello like a talisman before him. He was the humble seventeen-year-old boy again, smiling pleasantly and without show at everyone, the dark forces of the concerto gone from his face. I was exhausted, as though I had trekked through a dense forest in the dark, alert to every threatening sound. Even though I had listened with the nervous energy of a parent who had followed each note and shift in practice, I had been transported into a new space that existed only here and now, driven into being by the energy of the live concert. It was thrilling. 
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In the Beginning


I WAS BORN in Magburaka, Sierra Leone, the second child of four. Although I was born in Temne country, my father was Mende, and when I was two years old we moved to Bo, where most people spoke Mende. My Welsh mother had met my father in Birmingham while she was at an all-female teaching college in Hereford and he at an all-male teaching college in Birmingham, studying to teach carpentry. Mum’s subject was English and she wanted to be a primary school teacher. A dance was arranged between the two colleges and my Dad came on the bus from Birmingham to Hereford. Mum was nineteen and danced with my Dad, who had no shyness and loved to be laughing and dancing. No one would ask the stern-faced principal of my mother’s college to dance, so my Dad did and she was flustered with delight. He had the gift of joining people together, of starting a party. 


When he walked Mum to the bus that night, he had already made up his mind and sent Mum a letter the next day, telling her he had fallen in love. She thought this young-faced boy was a dreamer, living in a world that didn’t exist and wasn’t possible, but he persisted. They used to walk together through the streets of Birmingham, vilified by many. Mum told me these stories as though describing a world that was separate and skewed but which she simply ignored. They both ignored it and I marvelled at the lack of inner pain and damage, as though they had blazed through it all in a bubble of their own. But that can’t have been true. 


When Mum defied everyone to sail on a ship to Sierra Leone to marry my Dad, her father was convinced that she would die of fever in the tropics. She was twenty-two, defiant and in love. Grandpa was heartbroken and didn’t want her to go. He could only see death like a shadow over the future. Mum had found out this young African was actually ten years older than her – he’d just looked young and unknowing. He knew, with utter conviction, what he wanted. And it was her. He was one of forty-five children from twenty-one wives, the eldest son of the favoured wife, and it was shocking to marry a foreign White woman. But they were young and determined and brave. 


My mother sailed for nine days on the Elder Dempster Line from Liverpool docks, a line that used to voyage regularly to West Africa. The ship was full of African students returning after years away studying in the UK. There were also some expatriate British diplomats from the High Commission and one who ran the Paramount Hotel in Freetown. The ship stopped at La Palma, Canary Islands, and then Sierra Leone, before continuing to Ghana and Nigeria. The students were excited to be going home after years away, having been unable to afford return passage any sooner. A one-way ticket cost several months’ salary for a primary school teacher. Mum was going to see Dad for the first time after a year apart. (He had gone to secure a job and a home for them both, communicating only by letters which took weeks to arrive.) 


While on the ship, she spent time with a student who was returning to Ghana, full of joy at the thought of seeing his family again after so long apart. The day before the ship pulled into Freetown harbour, Mum went to get her hair done in the onboard hairdressers, agreeing to look after the student’s camera while he joined in the friendly diving competition at the pool. Each had to dive in and see who could stay down the longest. The one who held his or her breath under the water’s surface for the longest time was the winner. They all resurfaced one by one, but he never did – and would never see his home shore again. 


The mixture of grief, excitement, wonder and love in my twenty-two-year-old mother’s head as the ship pulled into the astonishingly beautiful harbour in July 1963 is hard to imagine. The white sands and palm trees, the density of green vegetation and the red earth rising into the hills around the coast took her breath away. Dad appeared at the harbour with his brother, S.B., and a radical new haircut ready for their wedding. Mum spent time that evening on a deserted Freetown beach with her husband-to-be, watching with wonder how quickly the huge sun went down below the line of the shining sea. They were married the next day, surrounded by my father’s family, in a Freetown church, and climbed aboard a train for the interior that cut slowly through the dense forest upcountry and took them further into Sierra Leone. There were no phones and Mum was cut off from everything she knew. 


After a long train journey through forests and villages, where women sold sweet-tasting fruit from the trees, she woke up the next morning in my father’s village, in a small house with a tin roof and a crowd of children peering through the window at the first White woman in the family. She found out she was pregnant three months later when a woman in Grima looked her in the face and told her the news. Some of the women asked if White women were able to breastfeed like they did. 


My brother Steven was the first to be born, in a local hospital in the country where my Mum gave birth with no modern amenities. The midwives went to bed at night and my mother had to stumble and crawl along the corridor to find and wake them up when she thought the baby was coming. When Steven was born, my parents proudly marvelled at how healthy, bright and happy this baby was, with the face of his father. 


When Steven was a year old they took the plane from Lungi Airport to Heathrow and visited my Nanna and Grandpa, who were in Essex at the time and adored their new grandson. Grandpa phoned his sister, Annie, and suggested a visit. She announced she was far too embarrassed for them to visit in case the neighbours saw. Grandpa was furious. His other sisters, Elsie and Rosie, were warm and welcoming. (As a young man in his twenties, my Dad had collapsed on the football field in Sierra Leone, and because he knew something was wrong with his heart, he visited a doctor while in England. But he was told that he was healthy and strong – because that’s how he looked.) 


I was born eighteen months after Steven. We then moved to Bo, and my sister, Isata, and then my brother, James, were born after a gap of two and a half years and nineteen months, respectively. We were now a family of four children, aged five years and under, and my father was proud of us. He was the first educated son from a big extended family and so we had relatives living with us, including his little sister, Miniatu. 


My father was a dreamer. He loved music and played the guitar by ear. All the Mende family would sing and harmonise naturally, as though it were as regular as breathing. My father chided my mother for the piano lessons she’d had as a child and didn’t value now, because he longed to play the piano and couldn’t understand her indifference. He talked about it with such sincere desperation that she was stunned. No one in his family played, and most of them had never even seen a piano. One time, he was sitting in a chair, eyes closed, with a look of sublime joy on his face. Mum disturbed his reverie, asking what on earth he was dreaming about now. ‘I was dreaming that I was conducting an orchestra’, he said. 


Mum’s experience of piano lessons had been with a friend of her parents from chapel, who taught her the mechanics of playing. It was piano teaching informed by accompanying Baptist hymns on a Sunday, and playing for the choirs. As Mum played the rigid chords, she gained no insight into self-expression and the meaning of music. The teacher demanded that she, at age six, practise for one hour a day. Piano practice was, for my grandparents, part of the aspiration of education. Mum was put in the cold ‘front room’, which was set aside for visitors and outside the warmth of the lived-in house. If she stopped to stretch her aching back, there would be a shout from another part of the house that the piano playing had stopped. She liked the piano but not the cold separation, the sore back and the sense of punishment it entailed. My father, meanwhile, a culture away from ever learning to play, framed the piano and classical music as the centre of his desires. 


While my father grew up with an extended family and village of singers and dancers, my mother lived in a silent house where the piano was shut into the front room. No music records were allowed to be played and no radio music. My Grandpa was tone deaf, loving only the ‘Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves’ from Verdi’s Nabucco. It was music he understood and he would listen with eyes closed. He was convinced that his ancestry was the Jewish diaspora, and equally convinced that music was a mysterious realm beyond his reach. We would all laugh when he would lustily break into song – either ‘Happy Birthday’, a Welsh Baptist hymn or ‘On Ilkley Moor Baht At’ – with no attempt at a recognisable tune. My Nanna had grown up with her father singing in Welsh all the time, and their lives were centred around the Baptist chapel choirs and Welsh songs. Every year after she was married, for her birthday, my Nanna’s father would come from Beaufort, Ebbw Vale, and collect his daughter from Newport, South Wales, to take her to the opera in Cardiff. 


My parents went to dances and collected records. Mende music, Nigerian Highlife, Caribbean Calypso and Jim Reeves were all hugely popular in Sierra Leone at the time. My father bought me the single ‘Fatty, Fatty’ by Clancy Eccles, because I would dance wherever I heard it and he loved to see me dance. 


One evening, my father came home to find my brother, Steven, missing from the house. He hadn’t made it back from school and it was getting late. Being near the equator, the sun set suddenly in the early evening all year round and there were no street lights so far from Freetown. My father searched for a long time, looking for his son, getting more tired and worried as the night grew darker. Steven came home of his own accord, not realising at age five how long the extra time with his friend after school had been. When my father came home, frantic and full of panic, the relief at seeing Steven was the only thing in his heart. A few months later, his heart began to fail and it was him we began to lose. The condition was never fully diagnosed – perhaps West African hypertension – and he descended into illness, dying within a few short months. 


My father had always been a focal point for me, the timeless loss that I couldn’t step beyond. It seemed to me that, as a child, I was blissfully whole until he died. I have a vivid memory of seeing him in the doorway just outside, and not being able to get to him. He was dropping me off at nursery in Bo and the nuns who took me wouldn’t let me escape from between their flowing skirts. He stood in the doorway, hesitating and smiling uncertainly, not wanting to leave as I screamed for him, ‘Don’t leave me, Daddy!’ I remember having a bath with my brother and Daddy was laughing. The whole room met in his face. 


Another time, Dad was asking me to scratch his back with a comb outside on the porch. The night was big and black, and I could hear the cicadas in the grass. The mosquitoes were dancing in the light of the oil lamps and he was singing. Another time, we had the white nets draped over the doorway. There was lots of shouting, and coming towards the light were the termites, big and swarming. They were trapped in the nets, a forest of brown legs and feelers. I caught some from the air to eat. When they came off the grill, they were warm and crunchy, full of protein like Marmite. But I hadn’t tasted Marmite yet. 


The last time I saw my father alive, he was sitting up in white hospital sheets with his wide smile. When my mother told us he was dead, the oil lamps were yellow and the smell was hot and damp. In Freetown the rains were heavy, but in Grima, for the funeral, it was hot and dry. From the time that he died and we left Sierra Leone, two months before I was five, he continued to be the most important thing in my life. 
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Departures and Arrivals 


MY MOTHER CAME back from Sierra Leone with her four children, aged six and under, into a freezing November day at Heathrow, grey with fog. We lived with my Nanna and Grandpa in their home in Chipping Ongar, Essex, for four years, the five of us sleeping in one bedroom. Then we moved to South Wales, the country of my mother’s childhood, and lived in Caldicot, a steel-working community where we could walk or cycle out to the hills of Wentwood, or take a short drive to beautiful Tintern. 


The shock of that arrival in England at the end of 1970 never left me. On Christmas Day, our first Christmas in Britain, it snowed wonderful, impossible puffs of white that spangled into patterns in my hand. It was beautiful but so cold I couldn’t believe it. We had hot-water bottles for our feet in the freezing bed, and I got chilblains all over my toes which hurt, hot and red and itching. The food tasted of nothing at all and all colour had gone from the world. 


Britain in the 1970s was a cruel place to be Black and mixed race. I had arrived with my whole vision taken up with my father’s face, and come up short against an idea of me which hadn’t been there before. When I was in Sierra Leone, I was at the centre of the world, with no colour to my body and no shape, and I was afraid of nothing. Here, children laughed and shouted at us in the street, words I came to understand meant us, words I couldn’t repeat because they were like broken glass in my mouth: nigger, half-caste, wog, sambo. We went to the sweet shop every week with two pence from Mum and two pence from Nanna and Grandpa. It was a treat to see the glass jars full of shiny sweets and watch as the nice old sisters who owned the shop would unscrew the lids and show the lollies with layered colours. The kind old ladies would smile indulgently at us as we chose what we would buy with our lavish four pence. One day, they began praising my mother for her charity in adopting these little Black children from Africa. Mum explained that we were her own biological offspring. They stopped smiling after that and they were no longer nice. 


The lemon sherbets cut the inside of our mouths and my teeth hurt. Steven came home from school and said that we could no longer speak any Mende or Krio to each other because the children were different here. We tried to pack ourselves up and start again, keeping our father as secret as we could. 


When I walked into school on my fifth birthday the class froze into silence. I stood centre stage, freakishly brown, and learned to be afraid of the mirror. We read classroom books about golliwogs and Sambo – stupid and Afro-haired and laughable. Peter and Jane had no place for me and I didn’t fit into any story. When I joined the Brownies at age five I was immediately cast as Mowgli from The Jungle Book for the Chipping Ongar carnival, even though I was a girl and ‘Mowgli’s’ girlfriend was a tall, blonde eleven-year-old. I was stripped to the waist and wore a snake around my neck, paraded conspicuously brown and confused through the streets. I always disliked The Jungle Book after that. 


At home, we had our own world, our own imaginary games and secret life. There was country cloth on our beds, raffia baskets and books, some written in Mende, which still smelled of tropical damp. I always felt that I was hiding in a secret world, with a home that was always there, warm, unreachable and separate. I loved my father with the ferocious passion of a fiveyear-old girl, and all my memories of him and of Sierra Leone were drenched with happiness and light and rage. I could smell the oil lamps the night my mother told me that he had died, and I never stopped waiting for him to come back. 


Leaving Sierra Leone and my father was a loss that formed my childhood and from which I would never grow up. When the racism of the 1970s and 1980s were at their height, I felt as though I were inhabiting a body that was rudely in the wrong place, screaming its presence when I was trying to hide. I was like a ghost walking beside a monster. I spent my childhood in a reality that was constantly split in two. There was a real world to which I was always returning, that hot path of white stones bordered by the deep red earth that led to my father’s carpentry shed. I was also constantly in the doorway of the nuns’ nursery, trapped behind the flowing black skirts, trying to get to my Daddy who was smiling uncertainly outside. England was the ‘playroom’ extension built for us by Grandpa, with the garden outside, soaked with dew or hazy with the sunshine of the early 1970s. It was our own private world where we huddled together playing our magical games and waiting for Daddy to walk in. 


The landscape beyond these two secret worlds was fraught with danger. From the age of five I began to have recurring dreams of walking along the road just outside the house. I was separated from my body, watching myself walk and screaming with horror, no sound at all coming through the silence. I would regularly wake up sick with terror. The experience of actually walking along the road became one of trying to control the outrageousness of my own appearance, of my own body. I would try to make myself invisible, to push myself into smaller and smaller spaces, inhabiting the margins. But I was loudly and insolently visible, no matter how polite I was. 


The mirror became a site of confrontation. I would take deep breaths before looking but could never fully anticipate the wave of shock that would hit me when faced with my reflection. I was an alien, landed from another planet, and I couldn’t assimilate. I learned to feel shame. I was taking up too much space and, like a one-man band, I was making too much noise. Heads turned and people whispered, laughed or shouted when I approached. I learned that my hair was the wrong texture, my skin was too brown and my nose too wide. My sister, Isata, and I spent our time in the house with tea towels on our heads, turning our necks to swish the long ‘hair’ from side to side. At last we were beautiful. I agonised over Rapunzel’s long straight hair. Even Minnehaha and Shanti (Mowgli’s girlfriend) had long, heavy braids that didn’t stick up or float softly around their heads. I was the brutish frog that no one would kiss. 


Being racially set apart somehow stripped me of femininity as well. ‘Kiss Chase’ at school would involve all the boys chasing the girls and catching them to steal a kiss. I would long to be one of those giggling girls with straight hair who, when caught, could delightedly be the flurried object of desire. No boy caught me, and if they did out of a momentary lack of attention, they would relinquish me at once, embarrassed. 


Only at home with the doors shut, my face reflected in the eyes of my brothers and sister, could I be natural. It was as though I divested myself of my gorilla costume and monster feet at the door in order to walk easily into the family. 


School, church and Brownies were the world outside. Grandpa would put on his Baptist minister dog collar in front of the hallway mirror every Sunday morning and we would walk to the Congregational church for the family service led by him. He was an excellent public speaker with a booming Welsh voice that filled the room. Even at a young age I understood that his sermons were beautifully structured, full of enlightened research and actually interesting. When I was a teenager, Nanna brought down some old diaries from the attic. One had been written by Grandpa during the Second World War amid the Cardiff bombing raids. There were some lovely entries describing the experience of being a new father to my mother, and how he had been up all night with the baby and then had to rush off to preach or to visit his parishioners the next morning. The recounting of waking up one morning covered in black soot from the bomb that had hit next door was written as eloquently and as acceptingly as that of the long night trying to get baby Megan to suck from the bottle. 


My great-grandfather’s diaries, also discovered in Nanna’s attic, were more poetic, telling all the time about spring, nature and the beauty of the Welsh hills. This was all the more moving to read as I knew that he spent most of his life down the coal mines with black coal dust permanently engrained in the cuts and lines of his skin. He’d had a mining injury that gave him a limp and fascinated my mother because Grandpa told her he now ‘had no bone in his leg’. He had studied his Greek and Latin in the darkness of the mines, lit only by an oil lamp, determined to qualify as a Baptist minister, a position of the utmost respect and status. Both of Grandpa’s parents were from West Wales and Welsh speaking, but Welsh was discouraged in the schools and actively attacked. They understood Welsh to be a marker of lower status and a barrier to education, so Grandpa and his three sisters were banished from Welsh, seeing only English as a language of worth. 


All the diaries disappeared before my Nanna died. We don’t know why. Perhaps Nanna was embarrassed by the deeply personal memories in these diaries from her husband and his father. Emotion, sorrow, pain and love were not things to communicate from one generation to the next. The vulnerability of being young or of feeling too much could not be discussed. The Welsh language that had been driven deep into the memories of my grandparents still structured and formed much of their speech. It would form the grammar of their sentences, the rhythm of their words and the sound of their vowels. There were also lots of Welsh words that would bubble into their sentences and had become part of the English that they spoke. On the record player we would listen to Under Milk Wood by Dylan Thomas, narrated by Richard Burton, with Welsh actors speaking the characters’ voices. This recording still sounds like home to me. When my mother began learning Welsh when I was a teenager, with the renaissance of the Welsh language, I found the pronunciation simple and obvious, the rhythms natural. 


Very soon, Grandpa was the person I wanted to please the most. His presence helped me to survive not having the Daddy I still loved with absolute passion – a need that had stuck at five years old and remained untamed by age or maturity. It was a passion caught in its own eternity, without irony or relativity or balance. A part of me was forever consumed in a little girl’s tantrum at being left at nursery school. I would open doors and search rooms every day to find Daddy. When the doorbell rang and I heard a man’s voice, I would wonder, gripped with joy, if it was him. But so unrestrained and complete was this ancient grief that I never spoke a word of it. Thankfully, in the dizzying landscape of this loss, I had Grandpa. 


He had a huge personality, full of irreverent jokes and irony, always ready to laugh or shout, and ready with demonstrative affection. From him we got tickles and teasing. He would lie on the floor and we would jump all over him and expect a mock wrestle, like cubs with an indolent lion. Up on the pulpit, he was clear, precise and interesting, gifted at meeting and greeting, full of laughter or sympathy. At home, he would often describe people in exaggerated caricatures and ‘almost swear’ in ways that would make Nanna tut and hush. His rise through education from his poor background in Ceri, Mid Wales, was an example of defiance against the forces of money, snobbery and class, and he always retained that sense of fighting against the powers that be and having to use all his wit and will to succeed. 


Grandpa used to tell the story of his school years. He was clever but poor and had to stand up for himself. There was a bully in the playground who constantly made a beeline for him. Grandpa had been brought up tough. As the only boy of the four siblings, he had grown up digging potatoes and getting as much food as he could out of the land through hard physical labour. Even as an old man, he had a vice-like grip and a strong handshake. One day, pushed to anger by the relentless bully, Grandpa thumped him with his hardened fist and laid the tormentor out cold. No one in that school ever bothered him again. 


He went on to take two degrees at Cardiff University, the first in his family to enter higher education, leaving with a Bachelor of Arts and a Bachelor of Divinity. As well as serving as a Baptist minister throughout his working life, living in Cardiff, Newport, Birmingham and Lancashire, he also became Head of Religious Education at Harlow Comprehensive School before he retired. He loved teaching these cheeky Essex boys, many of them from families moved out of London’s poor East End and getting by on their wits. He recognised the sharp intelligence in a lot of them and revelled in their sense of humour, even when it was directed at him. He would disarm them by suddenly roaring with laughter at a subtle insult because it was witty, but quelling them with the unshakeable power of his voice and personality. 


I loved him. I loved the smell of toffee-scented tobacco on his old tank tops when I would sit with him in his armchair. I loved his dark cups of tea and the way he laughed from his belly up. He puffed his pipe with complete satisfaction and dug at it with pipe cleaners, and I could listen to his stories for hours. 


But for a long time after we came to Britain, there was a blank space where my mother used to be. It had started on the night she told Steven and me that Daddy was dead. We were sleeping in the room in Freetown. I remember the dim yellow light from the oil lamp and the mosquito nets around the beds. We were staying with Uncle S.B., one of my father’s brothers, because Daddy was in hospital in Freetown. We had travelled from Bo to this house in Freetown and it was different. In our own house, we had Bill and Ben, the yard dogs, and they would eat the leftover rice thrown out for them. We had the path of hot stones that led to my Daddy’s carpentry shed. We had the deep black nights on the porch where he was always laughing or singing. When Mummy came into the room that night with the yellow light, there was a big group of women with her and the air was heavy. There was no expression on her face and her words made no sense. ‘Daddy’s dead’, she said, and then she put her head in her hands and turned away. I grinned and giggled because something important was happening and it made no sense. Steven stood still and straight next to me. 


But we had seen him every day. Sitting up in the white hospital bed, with the white sheets, he was laughing, and he was so happy to see us. He wouldn’t have wanted to leave. It was 1st September and the rainy season had not ended. The hot rain was on the back windscreen as we drove through Freetown and I saw the bright lights through the lines of running water. We bounced on the back seats and looked out at the hot night, teeming with noise. He wouldn’t have wanted to leave. 


It was a long journey to Grima village, Pujehun District. We had to cross the big river on a raft and there were a lot of people talking. But it was very quiet under the elders’ shaded place in the middle of the village. We used to visit here with Daddy when the devils danced, wild and loud with drumming. I used to hide behind my mother in the hut for the uninitiated because these were the women’s devils and Mummy was not in the women’s society and not initiated. My grandfather, Pa Braima, head of the village, was blind by this time. He had been handsome, and the photo of him with my grandmother, his beautiful, favourite wife, was still hanging in the main village hut, serious-faced and stern. He had cataracts as an old man and refused colonial hospital treatment, insisting instead on the herbal and supernatural services of the medicine man, which blinded him. He was led around the village by a boy, one of my cousins, and so dread and powerful was his presence that I remember cowering behind my mother while he held court, surrounded by my relatives. 


As I said earlier, my father was one of forty-five children from twenty-one wives. His own mother, Haja, had ten of those children, and my father was the eldest. Almost everyone we met in the village was a relative, and around my father there was always noise and laughter. But today was different. There were no loud voices and I couldn’t hear Daddy laughing. There were lots of people but everything was quiet. Until the singing started. He lay on his back in a dark suit and his feet were in shiny black shoes. They were at the same height as my face and they didn’t move. If I reached out my hand I could touch his shoes and the dark material of his trousers. His face didn’t move and his eyes were shut. The women were singing but Mummy was in a place far away and her face had closed. It wasn’t raining and the air was white with the sun. He wouldn’t have wanted to leave. 


We were packing up to leave after having stayed with Uncle Paul near Pujehun, my grandmother’s village. Country cloth, woven baskets, photographs and dresses were all bundled away. There were books which smelled of hot damp, even in Britain. ‘In England it rains every day’, said my friend. I walked, looking at the dry white stones and the hot red earth, and thought it must be true. 


We were at the airport and I was weaving in and out of the women’s long skirts. Their legs were hung with Gara cloth and there was a lot of noise and a lot of crying. We were saying goodbye and I ducked under a rope and looked up at their faces. Then we were on the aeroplane and my little brother, James, who was a baby, was swinging from the baby hammock above my head and crying. We spread out on the seats to sleep, covered in blankets, and when I looked out of the window all I saw were clouds and the aeroplane wing. We were simply suspended in air, quite still, and Mummy’s face had frozen in time. 


[image: images]


In that cold grey November air of Heathrow, when we stepped out into a world with no colour at all, the sky was smaller and further away, and Mummy was a shocked wall of silence. We arrived in this bleached world and I believed that I was the only one who remembered what had come before. It was my secret, too scorching hot to touch and indecent in daylight. 


Nanna and Grandpa moved out of the biggest bedroom and Mum shared the room with her four children. James was in the cot, Isata and Steven had single beds and I was in the double bed with Mummy. She came to bed very late and I loved the warmth of her next to me. I would try to get close but she was silent. Later, after we had moved to Wales and I was in a different bedroom, I would lie in bed taut with fury. Daddy was there with her and I was left out. I couldn’t get past the nuns’ legs and long robes blocking the doorway, and Mummy had Daddy all to herself. But he was mine, there in my dreams, throwing armies over walls; there, in the white hospital sheets, happy to see me; there, face unmoving, under the elders’ shaded canopy. In her face of no expression and in her silence, Mummy kept him away from me. I would imagine walking into the room where Mummy lay in her single bed, climbing in to cuddle her warm body, and finding my Daddy there. 


At age twenty-one, the second time I went back to Sierra Leone, with my Mum and brother Steven, my grandmother Haja (known before as Mama Kaata, or Kadiatu) was there to welcome us. She told my Auntie Mini the dream she had after the first night that my mother slept in the house in Kenema. She spoke only Mende (although she could speak good Krio) and my Auntie translated for me. The dream, which for Grandmother Haja was real, was that my father arrived at the house and entered swiftly. He looked for my mother and sought no one else, and with hurried determination he walked straight to her room, longing to see only her. I was hot with rage and jealousy. Why hadn’t he wanted to see me? 


But sometimes he would come to my room, sit at the foot of my bed and sigh. I would feel the bed sag softly beneath his weight and wait, still as a stone. In my dreams I would walk to his carpentry shed, which smelled of sawn wood. It was my brother Steven’s place, where he learned to use the tools. And I was whole and complete and neutral. 


When we arrived in Essex, Mum immediately went to work as a primary school teacher and was almost immediately ill. She disappeared into bed, unable to speak, and left me at a great distance. Her chest seized up, tightened by severe bronchitis, and it was as though her body gave way and she sank out of sight. When she was better, a long time later, she went out of the front door. Her hair, long and beautiful, was always swept up in a loose bun at the back. I loved her hair and thought that she was the most beautiful woman in the world. When she came back, all her hair was gone. It had been cut so short that I thought Mummy had left and not come home. After my father, she never allowed herself to be with anyone else; no boyfriends or men at all. I asked her once and she said that she had given everything to Dad, and when he went there was really nothing left. 


After we moved to Wales, Mum began to come back and became always present again. Her total dedication as a mother made home a safe place and made us children the most important thing in that world. She would tell us stories about Dad. When she spoke, the whole room would fall tense and silent, as though the air had changed. No one would breathe, and I would feel the hot rush of embarrassment in my face and body. We always looked at the floor, never at each other, and I longed for these moments to end. Later, alone in my head, I would tiptoe up to the facts and sift through the story she had told, carefully examining each detail as though it might ignite. She had told us that when Dad was in the colonial Bo school in Sierra Leone, no one was allowed to speak anything but English. If a teacher heard a word of Mende, the boy would be caned. She had told us about the jokes he told and how funny he was. But none of us had laughed. 


As a primary school teacher, she shared our holidays and we would always drive or walk out to the countryside and spend time running, climbing trees and playing French cricket. The woods and hills were our total freedom, and Mum loved taking us to Wentwood, Tintern or Highmoor Hill. There was no fear there and no identity. Mum was strict but fair. She expected proper public behaviour, as did our grandparents, and we would sit still and quiet as mice during the long church services on Sundays. I am always perplexed when I see children who misbehave in church or at public concerts. My husband, Stuart, and I were both brought up to sit still and be quiet in public spaces, and if we didn’t, we both had parents who would sort us out when we got back home. Boundaries always felt like safety fences, and routine allowed us space to be free without chaos. 


In Essex, Steven went to school and I stayed at home with Isata, James and Nanna for the first two months. Grandpa told funny and irreverent stories, and time with him was a bold and brilliant adventure. Nanna was quiet. She moved neatly and took up little space, showing me how to make the perfect pot of tea. She would warm the pot with hot water first, pour the water out and put in a measuring of tea leaves. Then the tea had to brew for the right amount of time before pouring through a strainer into the china tea cup. Nanna was always cooking or looking after baby James while Mummy was at work. She was very strict about food and not wasting it. But to me, this food had no taste. I couldn’t stomach the bland yellow custard or the hot creamy milk with skin on the top. The boiled vegetables with no pepper at all, and the soft white potatoes, were a mystery to me. Liver and onions were better because the onions tasted of something, and English mustard – especially when generously added to Grandpa’s special Welsh rarebit – was good. I discovered Marmite in hospital (at five years of age while being surgically treated for a navel hernia, which is very common among West African children) and it was the only thing I would eat. Spread on toast with the strong savoury tang of salt, it was real food. 


I was the elder girl and expected to be self-sufficient. Isata and James were the ‘little ones’, loved and petted and looked after. Isata was a pretty, soft-faced girl who was always giggling and acting, posing coquettishly for every camera shot and irresistibly endearing. James was the sweet baby, unable to say his letter ‘r’ when young. He was inseparable from his furry toy ‘wabbit’ and his best friend at infant school was ‘Wobbie Woberts’. I loved them both and felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility for them. I panicked that I would lose them and had recurring dreams of fighting off the bad witch who tried to snatch Isata from her bed at night and take her away. 


What would I do if the house caught on fire? Who would I save? I was constantly wracked with guilt that I had done something wrong, that I was bad and should be punished because I hadn’t been kind enough or nurturing enough and I would lose my precious siblings one by one. I thought that it was all up to me now. 


Once, the grown-ups took us to a funfair at Southend-on-Sea. I sat in the front carriage of the electric train, with a steering wheel and carriages hooked up behind me, full of my brothers and sister with other children. I was convinced that I was in charge of the train and that it would crash if I didn’t steer well. Rigid with concentration and dread, I gripped the wheel and turned it with anguish at every bend in the track, tearful with relief when the train stopped and no one had died. 


I looked at my little siblings, who were helped to get dressed and carried and petted. I looked at Steven, who the Kanneh family wanted to keep in Sierra Leone, his father’s first son. I decided to stop brushing my teeth. I got attention. The Sunday School teacher, Mrs Edgeley, asked me in front of the class if I was brushing my teeth front and back. I said yes and relished the lie. My friends at school commented on my grey teeth and I enjoyed rubbing the classroom crayons in thick smudges on my front teeth and seeing their shock. Mummy would stand outside the bathroom every morning and waylay me with the question, ‘Have you brushed your teeth?’ I waited with delight for this direct interrogation and felt the warmth of the spotlight and the secret joy of the lies I told. At the same time, the guilt built up inside me and I had to pray harder every night. My sense of responsibility to my siblings – it was me who kept them safe – and my guilt that I wasn’t the beautiful soul that Steven was – it was my fault that they were not safe – made me serious and quiet. This was mistaken for maturity and serenity, and I craved the special attention and solicitude that the others got. In the end, I was taken to the dentist, talked to with great urgency and intent by her, and found myself in the lounge at home, surrounded by the grown-ups who scrutinised every step of my teeth brushing. It was marvellous. 


Steven was the oldest and ‘the man of the house’. Grandpa had always wanted a son, and here was a strong boy who could be relied on and brought up to be responsible. I was especially close to Steven when we were young. To me, he was an angel, perfectly good, strong-hearted and loyal. He found it impossible not to tell the full truth and was utterly candid about everything – impatient and amused by any falsity in anyone else. When I had to go to hospital to have my ‘dodo’ (navel hernia) operated on, he rushed to me on my return to the house and wouldn’t let me go. He was gentle and loving, and missed his father wordlessly. One day, when he was six, a workman came to the house to talk to Grandpa. Steven was in the playroom extension at the back of the house and heard the man’s voice. He ran to the front door and leapt into the man’s arms. Suddenly realising that it wasn’t his Daddy, he ran back through the playroom and on to the bottom of the garden, where he hid himself away. In Sierra Leone, after Daddy died, relatives came to the house. One uncle slipped on the flip-flops that Daddy used to wear and Steven rushed to him and tore them off, cradling them in his arms. They belonged to Daddy. 


In Bo, Steven had gone to school. Everyone around him spoke Mende and he was soon fluent. He was also a good reader and he could write well. When we came to Britain, he forgot how to read and write, and he had to start again. Everything confused him. I used to hide behind the settee with him before school to tie his shoelaces because he couldn’t. He couldn’t tell his left from his right and it became clear that he couldn’t spell anything. But I knew that he was the cleverest person I had met. When he began reading again, he read everything and seemed to know everything. He would reason and analyse the biggest questions of science and philosophy and teach me as much as he could. His mind was creative and quick, and he thought about things in novel ways, always approaching them from a new perspective. If he told a story, it was fascinating and funny, but always brilliantly askew and upside down. He would turn fashion and culture on its head and expose why it distorted people’s behaviour. For Steven, the world was a crazy place, people were deluded, and he could see through it all. 


For a while he had been finding his feet in Britain and loved singing. He had a lovely voice, could sing beautifully in tune and enjoyed it. But one day it was noticed at school that he had stopped singing altogether. Eventually, Mum realised that it had happened when he had been moved from the front to the back of the class, and the words were on the blackboard at the front. She took Steven for an eye test and it was discovered that he was very short-sighted. When he put on the National Health glasses, the world was in such sharp focus that he was afraid to walk forwards. The pavement, in sharp distinction, came up at him, and it was clear that until then he had inhabited a hazy and blurred world, seen as though from a great distance. 


Four years after we arrived in England, it was the day of moving to Wales, a place where I thought that women wore tall hats, aprons and shawls, and where my mother and grandparents were from. I woke up and felt myself completely paralysed. The adults told me, with irritation, to stop being so silly. This was a busy day – no time for childish dramatics. I tried to move my legs but they were frozen, and my whole body was full of pain. Sighing with exasperation, adults were forced to carry me, my teeth gritted, from one place to another, putting me on the floor to lie there while they got on with moving furniture or carrying boxes. I was paralysed from the waist down for a week. I didn’t know why. A week later, when I could finally walk, I called out with surprised joy…and was completely ignored. It never happened again. 


Grandpa wanted a conventionally strong grandson, ready to be practical. Steven was too dreamy and vulnerable, not yet ready to take up the reins of the man of the house. He was still looking for his Daddy. The week before they moved back to Wales, a year after we had arrived with me in paralysis and pain, we went to stay with them, back in the house in Chipping Ongar. I spent time with my best friend next door, Cathy Brick. Steven got up at dawn, desperate to please Grandpa the way he had pleased Daddy in the carpentry shed. He knew how to work with wood and he understood the tools. Grandpa had said that he wanted the shed dismantled for the journey. He meant that he wanted the shed separated into five parts – the walls and roof. Steven, zealously aiming to win Grandpa’s approval, got up at first light and took apart every panel of wood, prising the nails out carefully and working obsessively until every separate plank was placed neatly on the grass. The work had been hard and long but done with great care. Grandpa got up, saw the minutely dismantled shed and shouted so loud and so long that I could hear every word from my bed. Steven was quiet for a long time. 


In Caldicot, South Wales, Steven began to withdraw further into his creative world. He read books all the time, using the little hut of a library to borrow fantasy books, reading all of 


J.R.R. Tolkien, for example, and many books of history, science and science fiction. But at school he stayed at the back of the class. They thought that his inability to spell, or to write stories and essays in a linear way, meant that he was not bright. I knew that he was far cleverer than me, but while I got A in everything, he seemed to slip out of the classroom structure and was neglected. It was only when he made it to university, after applying when he was already in his twenties, that I felt able to intervene. He was getting into trouble with deadlines and essay writing, and I thought that I now understood. I was lecturing at Sussex University at the time, so I went to see his lecturer at what was then the Polytechnic of North London, soon to become the University of North London. He was quickly referred for tests and it was discovered that he had dyslexia and dysgraphia. It now made sense why he always drew maps back to front and could not organise things in a structural way – neither time, his bedroom and surroundings, nor his academic work. I felt sad for all the years where he had sat, neglected and ignored at the back of classrooms, sliding through the gaps. His energetic creativity, his restless, spontaneous and backwards approach to everything didn’t need to be diagnosed. He was full of a brilliance that didn’t fit into conventional ways of thinking. But I was uninterested in the labels. Steven was simply a genius. 


And his story was more complicated. He often acted out just how I felt. He was incapable of cant or conformity. I approached the hostility of the world with smiles, eager to please and hiding behind politeness. If I felt the horror of the wide social landscape, I masked it by trying to hide myself in smaller and smaller spaces, invisible behind the smile that I had perfected, learning to look unthreatening. Steven had to endure the experience of approaching a bus stop and having all the elderly ladies back away from him and leave. He was stopped and searched by random policemen. He was the one beaten up badly, with his beloved bike smashed beyond repair. We didn’t talk about it. He began leaving the hood of his coat firmly over his head and running with all his might out of the front door after leaving it wide open for a while. Steven perfected a run-up along the hallway first, as though preparing for the long jump. I understood this. I would stand, trying to steady my panicked breathing, looking in the mirror and looking away. I would approach the door and find spurious reasons to retreat. Then I would open the door just a crack and the blaze of daylight and sound would blare in, making me rock on my feet. Finally, outside the door, I would hear it click shut and the wide open spaces of outside made my legs feel weak and dazed with the danger I was in. When the shouts came and I heard the words I anticipated and dreaded, I would count and breathe, trying to keep my legs moving. Once, invited to a friend’s house, I found myself in the centre of the living room with the whole family surrounding me and giggling that I was a ‘wog’ in their house. My friend laughed too. 


As siblings we didn’t exchange stories. We would wince if we witnessed it happening on the street to one of us, appalled and raging, but try to disassociate ourselves from the scene. Isata, more unaware for a while, her first memory that of coming off the aeroplane at the age of two and seeing a strange new world, finally realised that it was she who was the blot on the landscape, the thing that didn’t fit. One day, walking to school through snow that had formed a layer of ice on the top, she was struck by a lump of jagged ice which hit her cheek, flung with the word ‘nigger’ in its wake. She was about twelve or thirteen and had to enter her needlework class with the hot sting of a livid bruise on her face. Teachers were not trained or told in any way to be anti-racist, and anyway, in a small White steel-working town, we were the only family to which it would have applied. The needlework teacher hated us with a focused passion that was more than the careless teenage attacks on street corners. This was deeply personal and I would stand shocked at the meaningful directness of her malice. Isata was yelled at and punished for having the punch and puncture mark of the ice wound on her face like a permanent and angry blush, and for being late as a consequence, her school uniform wet and untidy. She spent the lesson in deep and vocal disgrace. 


But within the house, we were loved. The adults were not unaware of the world outside but discounted the psychological impact. I understood later that Mum suffered too, and that Grandpa had ugly fights with his sister, Auntie Annie, who was ashamed of us. But they valued education, and Grandpa was passionate about the education of girls, deeply proud of any of our academic achievements and giving me the A-Level Religious Education lessons that gained me the top marks. We were also very proud to be Welsh, brought up to love the language and the songs. The way that the Welsh are ironic and down to earth, and the sense of humour, are deeply embedded in us. My sister now lives in Mid Wales and is almost fluent in Welsh, and I take the children to Wales every year for our annual holiday. We have learned to live in a kind of split personality, but I’m coming to realise that it is needlessly divided. I inhabit two worlds at once, strangely blurred in the borderlines of each. 


As a teenager, James decided that he was only Welsh, and he couldn’t bear to hear about a Sierra Leone he couldn’t remember. I was always protective of James and we were naturally close, our temperaments similar. James was very funny, hugely entertaining and very witty. We would seek out each other’s company and he adored me as a little brother adores his big sister. He had febrile fever fits until the age of seven, which were diagnosed as epilepsy because the British doctors he saw did not know that West African children could fit two years longer than White children. James was put on tetracycline antibiotics, which blackened his milk teeth, and epilepsy drugs which were unnecessary. Eventually, his tonsils were taken out and he lay, miserable and lonely, in the dungeon-like ward for days before he was released from the vicious nurse who ruled the beds. Before this, I remember entering the bedroom for years in the midst of the panic and shouting, and seeing James, mouth rigid and foaming while the adults tried to bring down his temperature. He had to have ice baths through which he suffered and cried, and once in Caldicot my mother had to carry him, shaking and frothing at the mouth, across the square to the car while I stood uselessly at the door. He loved his Nanna who looked after him from a baby, and Nanna and Grandpa spoiled him because of the illness. They would come with chocolates and sweets for him and enter the house looking only for him. In a home with strict rules on parity, everything was handed out in equal portions because there was no money for excess waste or second helpings. James’s inequitable pile of sweets and unbalanced attention would make the rest of us seethe with jealousy. 


When I went away to university, he was unsettled and missed me. I was trying very hard to act tough and independent, knowing that this was a trial of adulthood that I had to prove, fighting agoraphobia every time I left my room. After a few weeks he came to visit with Mum. He was fourteen and longing to see me. I decided that I had to put on a show of great success and practicality, talking about how wonderful life was away from home, an act I carried on when I came home at Christmas. He was quiet after that and kept his distance a little more, something I didn’t understand until later and deeply regretted. 


Suddenly, after refusing to talk about Steven’s, Isata’s and my visits back home to Sierra Leone, James decided that he would go. At Heathrow, Terminal 4, Mum and I waited with him, watching the screens. It was time for him to go through to the gate. He was the youngest to go back, and I wondered how he would cope with a world that he didn’t remember and had no consciousness of leaving. 
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