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 Abdi

 


Sasha was always the first in, probably
because her mum had two more to drop off, but also because she
liked a chat and she knew I’d be alone in the form room. She was
seventeen with short, almost cropped, dark hair, elegantly skinny,
well-dressed with just the right amount of confrontation,
individual without totally alienating her mum. She wore a purple
Next top with a red and white kefiya which she’d bought from a
Palestine Liberation Campaign stall one Saturday because Yasser
Arafat wore one. Normally, she hardly thought about clothes at all,
they were so incidental, and anyway cosmetics were so, so
unhealthy. She was tall and still retained an angularity, almost
tom-boyish, which gave her an apparent confidence. Her comments
were almost always sharp, not exactly smart-arsed but categorical
enough to inspire a guarded respect. I always enjoyed her
unrestrained certainty. Any idea was fair game for her crushing
imperatives and if anyone expressed doubt, well it was obviously
because they hadn’t really thought about it.

I always liked chatting with Sasha but that
morning I had to keep working, sorting worksheets, laying out piles
of books, reading the notices for the group, checking the register.
I had four minutes. You could get by with a little disorder in the
admin of a sixth-form group. Sasha knew the score. And anyway, that
morning I was there to listen.

“As if it made any difference,” she started.
I was clearly privy to her innermost thoughts. I looked up trying
not to ask. She would sometimes sit on the corner of my dusty table
taking far more room than I could afford so I placed a pile of torn
and crumpled worksheets in her way. She sniffed pointedly but as
she didn’t move, I nudged past her and skimmed through the notices
pinned inside the register. I read the first two quickly, hoping
she’d just sit down. She didn’t.

Undeterred she continued. “They’ll double
the aid budget and send troops in, or more likely missionaries, and
then they’ll demand they spend all their money buying our
products.” She waved her crumpled newspaper under my nose. I tried
to focus on the close-typed yellow A4 notice which would ordinarily
take twenty minutes to read. I scanned it looking for urgent words
like “urgent” and “essential”. “Hello, Mr Stephens, are you
there?”



“Sorry,” I replied insincerely, glancing up,
“just sorting out this lot, as ever.” I hoped the tension in my
voice would be enough. It wasn’t. It was about aid to Africa and an
argument she’d had with her academic parents over breakfast which
had become a blazing row with her mother in the BMW. Thankfully,
before she could continue, the door burst open and a stream of
bodies swept her across the room.

It was the second week of the summer term
and it was a breeze for them, no exams, coursework all under
control. Even the grey weather failed to subdue their enthusiasm.
Nearly everyone shared the utilitarian jeans and t-shirt look but
they were cramped in seats designed for shorter people, spilling
legs and arms into the aisles, enormous bags deposited carelessly
around the room. Nearly all the bags were virtually empty save for
the occasional desultory ring-binder and a jumper, but you needed a
big bag if you were in the sixth form.

I stood facing them, clever people who had
all but completed their apprenticeships in becoming human,
surviving that emotional bear-pit of early adolescence. They were
considerate, thoughtful, committed, and passionate young people,
and who better to share your time with? It was the icing on the
cake for a teacher of course, several parsecs away from being the
form tutor of one of the vicious Year 9 groups.

I smiled, raised my left hand, clicked my
fingers once, and the animated conversations hushed. It’s so easy
when there’s so much goodwill.

Twice a week, we had a fairly formal
discussion during registration. Officially it was called something
like Social Education, though some years it had also included the
word health. I was supposed to “facilitate broad discussion of
social issues” but my kids didn’t need any encouragement. I loved
those sessions, being involved in their arguments, sharing their
perverse views, their razor-wire positions, their dogged
objections, their incredulity, their glorious sarcasm, their sheer
energy and wit. It was a fantastic way to start the day.

I knew I was lucky. Sure I’d done my time in
front of challenging groups, but this year, for me, it was
civilised and I could enjoy it. Yes, being a sixth-form tutor was
definitely the icing on the cake.

We usually did the register the short way.
I’d ask them who was missing and marked them. Then a quick head
count to check, then I ticked everyone else present. There were a
couple of notices including a dire warning of the end of
civilisation if Sasha did not immediately return her library book.
I threatened to read out the title, enjoying the inevitable look of
horror, and winked. Darren, sweet little Darren, so hopelessly
enraptured by the cerebral Sasha, suggested that he could help her
with the long words, to which she replied to the room that there
was nothing long about him. The room burst into applause. Would he
never learn?

I introduced the topic for the session,
which was to last just fifteen minutes: should animals be used to
test drugs? I wrote ANIMALS on one side of the board, and DRUGS on
the other. At the top, our mantra: DISRESPECT ideas, RESPECT
people. It was intense, but fun. People laughed, exposed themselves
to ridicule, made facetious comments, changed their minds, learned
things.

With just a few minutes to go, the door
opened. Alison Jones, Head of Special Needs, came in accompanied by
a tall rangy lad who looked about twenty. He was dark-skinned but
not black and if anything, looked middle-eastern. He was smartly
dressed in recently bought but well-fitting chain-store clothes and
he stood upright with no trace of the typical sixth-form slouch. He
first looked straight into my eyes then scanned the room, the
merest hint of a smile as he looked at each person in turn.

“This is Abdi,” said Alison, more to the
group than to me. “He’s from Somalia and he’s joining your group
for this term. They’ve just arrived here and we don’t yet know
their long-term plans. I’m sure you’ll make him very welcome.”

“Good morning, Abdi,” I said turning to him
taking his outstretched hand. It was a strong and confident grip.
The silence of the class was broken by Sasha who said “Welcome
Abdi, welcome to the best group in the sixth form,” to which the
group responded with waving arms and subdued murmurs of “Yo!”

“Catch you later,” said Alison as she
hurried through the door with under a minute to the bell.

Abdi turned to the class, smiled, and said
“Good morning, thank you.” I sat him next to the ever helpful
Darren who would show him around, make sure he knew where
everything was, and check that he could understand his temporary
timetable. Abdi’s English was excellent, a minor detail that Alison
had omitted from my thirty second briefing. He seemed calm,
self-assured, and confident but I knew things were never that
simple. Somalia was the latest African hot-spot as Sasha reminded
me, smiling at the pun, as she breezed past me on her way out.

She was right of course. Last year, after
trying desperately to keep the lid on the civil war, the UN had
admitted failure and pulled its troops out of the capital
Mogadishu. For the last six months it had been a battleground
fought between rival warlords, some backed by the US. The militias
had brought down an American helicopter and dragged the bodies
through the streets behind vehicles, shown in macabre detail on
news screens all over the world. Now the UN had effectively given
up on keeping the peace and had left the country altogether. Abdi
hadn’t just come from Somalia, he’d come from a war.

I knew I needed to catch up with Alison to
get the low down, but it wouldn’t be that day. It was a full
teaching day and in the afternoon I’d be off site at the sixth form
centre two miles away. Abdi would be in the capable hands of Darren
so he’d be fine for his first day.

During the pit-stop to collect my mail from
the staffroom pigeon hole, I noticed a pinky, one of those slips
from the main office which were supposed to be important. It said
“FOR INFO” on the top left corner and underneath was written “See
attached”. There was nothing attached. I pushed the entire contents
of the bulging pigeon hole into my bag and headed for the Dell. I’d
sift through it all later that evening. No doubt what was missing
was Abdi’s life story replete with his surname which I still did
not know.

The school was now truly international, one
of the benefits of being in a university town with visiting
academic families lodging in the area. The governors particularly
enjoyed the steady stream of well-adjusted academic children who
contributed substantially to the examination results, a welcome
answer to the incessant pressure for higher scores and threats of
public humiliation if they faltered. Increasingly though, we were
also getting refugee children who brought with them not the calm
cosmopolitan background of success, but sometimes heart-rending
stories of disasters, floods, earthquakes, political strife,
violence.

No doubt Abdi would have his own story.
Maybe he would even have his own language.

 


 


I read the half-page hand-written note from
Alison who had anticipated many of my questions. Abdi did indeed
speak excellent English and he was from Mogadishu. His father had
been a school teacher who spoke English and Arabic as well as his
native Somali. He had taught Business. Abdi could speak Somali,
Arabic and English though he had apparently missed some schooling
so he was likely to be behind in some subjects. He was impeccably
courteous. He was to be in my group until the end of term and then
he’d be placed in a permanent tutor group once his academic level
had been assessed. He’d been given a 50:50 timetable of Special
Needs and mainstream. That was enough to keep me going. I could get
the rest from Abdi himself.

He looked older than his sixteen years and
he was clearly more mature than many in the group. Darren had done
a fine job of nudging Abdi in the right direction on the first day.
He’d escorted Abdi to two of his lessons making himself late, and
had met him at break and lunch. Darren was just the sort of person
you’d hope to meet on a help desk.

Abdi followed Sasha
through the door and his presence curiously seemed to inhibit her.
She sat silently working her phone. I offered Abdi the standard map
of the school but he preferred to keep his own, made and corrected
the previous day. Everyone came in on time so we quickly ran
through the register and the announcements. I mentioned that
Sasha’s overdue book was called The Hello
Annual to general applause and Sasha,
right on cue, complained that that was so gross!

The other note was for Abdi to go straight
away to Special Needs and in his absence I fielded a host of
questions. Is he a refugee? How come he speaks English? Is he older
than us? How long is he here? I gave patchy answers having just
lost my own best chance to find out and I told them I would get
more at the end of the day. In the meantime, I suggested that they
ask Abdi, politely and considerately, and with sensitivity. If he
did come as a refugee, I said, he may have seen and experienced
things he might prefer not to talk about.

“God, what do you think we’re like?” said
Sasha indignantly. I bit my tongue.

The first two lessons had finished just
minutes earlier and I was already repairing computer cables. “Mr
Stephens, you have to come to the yard,” puffed a red-faced Year 10
girl who I gathered had been despatched by Cheryl Ford, a
newly-qualified teacher on break duty outside the computer block.
An NQT asking for help always gets a prompt response. “They’re
fighting,” she said rushing back so as not to miss the action. I
crawled out from under the bench catching my head sharply on a
metal bracket and I cursed the plague of vandalism. Out in the
yard, I sent one of the spectators to tell the office that the room
was out of action for the rest of the day, and strode towards the
mass of jeering youngsters.

In the corner of the yard were perhaps fifty
people packed together forming an almost impenetrable semicircle
against the wall. As I pushed through the crowd pulling back the
excited kids, the noise abated and I stepped into the middle. On
the floor, kneeling and nursing a badly bleeding nose, was the
six-foot Paul Thomson, side-kick of Iqbal Hussein, who himself was
being supported by his neck against the wall, his toes barely
touching the ground. Hussein’s tongue was out and he grasped feebly
at the hand cutting off his air. He had a large bruise rising over
his cut right eyebrow, clearly the work of the fist raised to give
him another one. I hesitated a second then called to Abdi not to
hit him. Abdi waited, but did not let him down. I walked over to
him and put my hand on his shoulder. “It’s OK,” I said, “let him
go. Let him go! Now!”

As Abdi relaxed his grip, Hussein greedily
gulped in air and fell to the ground still holding his throat. He
was unable to stand and the onlookers started to drift away amidst
barely suppressed adoration. I asked Abdi to wait by the door for
me and showing almost no sign of either exertion or emotion, he
looked at Thomson and Hussein on the ground, then quietly complied.
There was no swagger, no gestures, no comment, no anger. Not even,
it seemed, any adrenaline.

Iqbal Hussein tried half-heartedly to get up
and go after Abdi and I caught him by the arm. “Do you really think
that’s wise?” I whispered, and he dropped to his knees.

Hussein pushed himself up again and leaned
against the wall to steady his legs, now breathing very hard. “What
are you looking at?” he shouted at the remaining audience. It was
very clear what they were looking at. They were looking at his
purple face, cut and bruised; they were looking at a bully,
beaten.

Thomson’s nose was clearly broken and
Hussein’s eye was closing up fast so I sent both of them to the
medical room under their own steam. Neither of them argued.

I felt an embarrassed and guilty gratitude
that Abdi had done what many on the staff had wanted to do for some
time. The Head, visible now, came close enough to see that the
incident was over and quickly returned to his office with no more
recognition than a quick nod.

Cheryl Ford, still holding her ground,
dismissed the remaining stragglers. Visibly shaken, she wiped her
eyes, insisted she was fine and headed for her History lesson
thankfully with a very pleasant group. She agreed to let the office
know that I needed covering.

I sat with Abdi for the next half an hour
trying to get him to talk about what had happened. He seemed
genuinely surprised that there was anything to talk about, he was
just impatient to get to his lessons. All he said repeatedly was
that they had tried to hurt him and he had stopped them. He was
completely unconcerned about any future consequences and he was
unmoved by their injuries. It was as if events had moved on and no
longer concerned him.

We managed to get together at just gone five
as soon as I returned from the centre. Duncan McCrieff, or Mac as
both staff and pupils called him, was the loud, seventeen stone,
Head of Year 11 representing on this occasion, the victims. Cheryl
was there losing irreplaceable marking time, and Alison was there
both as Special Needs and liaison with Abdi’s family. The Head had
promised to “pop in later” if he could manage it.

“Give him a bloody medal!” said Mac opening
the discussion. “I hope you shook his hand,” he said turning to me
accusingly. “I’m still wondering why you stopped him giving the
little buggers a bloody good hiding.”

“We might still be able to avoid an assault
charge if we can show provocation,” said Alison cutting Mac short.
She had in front of her the statements, Cheryl’s, Abdi’s,
Hussein’s, my own, and even a note from the office staff describing
the injuries they saw. “Paul Thomson has been sent to the hospital
and is likely to be off for at least a week; his nose is broken.
Iqbal Hussein had some treatment, wrote his statement, then left
the site without permission insisting he’ll get revenge. He’s going
to have difficulty getting anyone here to help him.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” said Mac
undoing his tie. He tugged at his tight shirt, tucking it back into
his trousers. “But you’re right. He won’t let it rest. Can’t afford
to. He’ll have his street mates with him. What about the Thomsons?
Do you think they’ll want to push it? Mum’s not exactly on our side
but I’ve never seen Dad.”

“His mum’s being pretty reasonable
considering. She wants to know if it was his fault,” said Alison.
“It’s already clear that Hussein was following Abdi around trying
to rob him. He tried to hit him at least once.”

“Tried!” said Mac smiling. “You mean he
didn’t even manage to hit the guy? Priceless!”

Alison looked at the mound of papers. “It
seems Abdi stepped back to avoid being hit then Paul Thomson also
tried to hit him. He missed too but then Abdi hit him and broke his
nose. Abdi then hit Hussein and held him by the throat. It seems he
had him by the throat for some time and has bruised him pretty
badly.” Alison was the first to notice tears trickling down
Cheryl’s face and she offered a tissue.

“I thought he was going to kill him, and I
couldn’t stop him,” Cheryl blurted into her shaking hand. “He just
showed no emotion at all. He just... dealt with them!” We all
wished she hadn’t said that. Now it was going to be more difficult
for all of us. If we overlooked this and he injured someone else,
we’d all be for it. On the other hand, she was an NQT and she’d
seen a fight for the first time. She was shaken, understandably
upset, and she might be overreacting. Fights between adolescent
boys are mostly testosterone and bluster, waving fists and shouting
but very little real damage. A few minor bruises, maybe a cut or
two, but that’s all because none of the kids really wants to
inflict any injury. Occasionally it’s more serious, maybe spilling
in from the street, settling scores, maybe about drugs, wounded
pride, jealousy. But not this time. Nevertheless Cheryl was right,
Abdi really was unconcerned, not exactly disconnected, but not
affected either, and that was unusual. There was something odd
about him and even Mac looked concerned.
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