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To Tobi, because I can't not dedicate the first book I ever wrote to you.




Chapter 1


‘FOLAAAAAAAA! OMOWAFOLAAA! Ò nìí pa mí lónìí!’ Mum screams. You will not kill me today!


I can tell when she’s mad because her Yoruba starts showing. Can I ever get any peace in this house?


‘I’m coming, Mum.’ Turning back to the mirror, I try to style my afro. It’s summer so my hair’s on a break from weaves and braids. My hair-care ritual is long. I did all the heavy lifting last night with the shampooing, conditioning, parting my afro into sections and twisting it. The end result is a twist out. As I take my hair out of the twists, black curls bounce on my dark brown skin.


‘Fola, come out of the bathroom!’ Mum shouts. ‘What are you doing in there? Why must it take you so long?’


‘Mum, I’m coming!’ I open the door to find Mum and Bisi waiting outside.


‘You’re actually wasting my time,’ Bisi moans, trying to push past me into the bathroom.


I screw up my face at my sister. ‘What are you smirking at?’


‘I’m laughing at that mop on your he—’


I don’t let her finish as I swat her ear. She cries out.


Dad emerges from his bedroom, frowning. ‘Ah ah.’ He’s dressed for work in his smart trousers and ‘strong’ shoes, as he likes to call them. Dad’s shoulders are so wide that he takes up more space than me and Bisi put together. ‘Stop fighting. Bisi, you need to learn how to respect your elders. And Fola, stop hitting your sister. You better hurry up and get dressed if you want to drive with me.’


He shakes his head and stomps off. My dad teaches at my school, which I’m still not used to. I don’t like it, but what am I supposed to do?


After buttoning my white shirt and tucking it into my pleated grey skirt, I shrug on the ugly green striped blazer which, after, like, 50 years, finally fits me. Mum always said I’d ‘grow into’ the uniform, but tell that to 12-year-old me. It’s been four years! My skirt used to swing around my ankles. As if I needed anything else to make me stand out at that school.


I fix my hair in our full-length mirror, loving the way the tendrils fall around my face like a flower blossoming. Lifting up my camera, I turn my head at different angles and take some pictures in the mirror. Should I start my own channel about hair? Yeah, no. Forget that! I’ll just get drowned out by all the other people online.


Once I’m done, I follow the sweet smell of yam and egg down the narrow corridor. Sometimes I swear this house feels too small for the six of us, but at least it’s bigger than our flat in London. I guess moving to Kent wasn’t that bad—actually no, it is, as I’m still sharing a room with Bisi. My older brother Deji and my younger brother Roti get their own rooms because my parents said Deji is ‘too old’ to share. He’s only nineteen—three years older than I am.


The walls of the orange corridor are covered in plaques of Bible verses. The ‘As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord’ one is always crooked, and this makes sense because Bisi is a pagan. I stop at Deji’s closed door. It’s odd him not being at home, but I definitely don’t miss hearing him groaning in pain at night.


I wish there was something I could do for him, but there isn’t because I’m not a doctor. Slouching down in one of the Ikea kitchen chairs, I yawn loudly. ‘I’m hungry, Mum. Is the food almost ready?’


‘Come and finish these eggs. Where are Rotimi and Bisi?’ Mum asks as I pull the spatula from her overworked fingers.


I stab at the scrambled eggs and whisper under my breath, ‘How would I know? I’m not Google Maps.’


Mum’s head turns like a handle, and I know she’s heard me. Even if I was standing on top of Mount Everest whispering, my mum would still hear it all the way from Kent.


‘I’m your mother, not your friend, Fola! I never spoke to my mother like that.’


‘Okay, okay. Mum, I’m sorry.’


Mum leaves the room and Bisi swaggers in like a lioness with no care in the world: youngest child syndrome. Her 18-inch Brazilian weave settles softly on her right shoulder as she drags out a chair to sit down. The weave is from my aunt, and now my aunt’s wallet is crying.


Meanwhile, Roti is going through an awkward stage with his gangly body like a grasshopper. One minute I was looking down at Roti, but now he’s looking down at me. As Roti enters the kitchen, he mumbles ‘morning’ to me before serving himself food. Once he’s done, I dish out yam and egg for myself, taking a seat next to Roti at the glass dining table.


‘Aren’t you gonna serve me?’ Bisi asks. She even has the nerve to give me a dirty look like I’m her slave.


Turning around, I look over my shoulder to the left and then the right because Bisi must be talking to someone else.


‘Your legs aren’t broken,’ I reply mid-chew. ‘Serve yourself.’


Roti sniggers so hard that a small piece of egg goes flying out of his mouth towards Bisi, making her shriek.


‘Let’s pray,’ Mum says as she enters the kitchen. She gives Roti the eye to drop his fork and we all bow our heads. ‘Thank you, Father, for allowing us to see a new day and for the food we’re about to eat. I want to pray for healing for Deji. Heavenly Father, make the cancer in his body disappear, in the name of Jesus. I know his health is in your hands, Heavenly Father, and I pray the surgery goes well.’


‘But if Deji’s health was really in God’s hands, then why’s he sick?’ Bisi asks. ‘You pray so much, but why isn’t he better?’


See. Pagan.


I can feel Mum’s glare from where I’m sitting. Here we go.


‘God, I’m asking you…’ Mum’s head flies back and her mouth twists as her words attack like missiles. ‘Kí ni [image: Illustration] mi tí olorun fi funmi irú ọmọ báyìí?’


What did I do to deserve a child like this?


She narrows her eyes and points a calloused finger at Bisi. ‘Why are you like this, Adebisi? I didn’t come to this country for this.’


Bisi’s glare matches Mum’s. ‘We get it. You and Dad came to this country from Nigeria with nothing.’


Roti chokes on a piece of yam, which he’d slid into his mouth when Mum started shouting. If I spoke to Mum like that, the only thing being shipped back to Nigeria would be my body.


‘What is going on here?’ Dad bellows from the doorway. ‘Stop it! We are a family.’


‘Yeah, sure we are,’ Bisi scoffs, getting up from the table and slamming the front door on her way out.


‘If she continues, I’ll send her back home. Let her try that rubbish there,’ Mum warns and storms out of the kitchen.


Roti scrapes his chair back then grabs a container to empty his breakfast into. Whistling, he swings his bag onto his shoulder. This is a normal morning for us.


One hand grasping his keys and the other holding his brown, worn briefcase, Dad says, ‘Let’s go, Fola.’


After taking one big bite of the yam, I grab my bag and meet them outside. It’s always the same. They fight all the time.


The door to the family’s Toyota creaks as I settle into the passenger seat, Roti behind me. Dad switches on the radio to the news and I zone out.


We drop Roti off at St Michael’s Secondary School. Bisi’s probably laughing it up with her friends on the bus. If she’s late to school again, everyone in the house will hear about it. I can’t even think about being late to my school.


Dad continues on to St Joseph’s, passing decent-sized houses and modest cars. Slowly, the houses become mansions with long driveways and brand-new Mercedes-Benzes parked outside. St Joseph’s grand steeple peeks out above the mansions. With its lush green grass and winding trails, it’s my sanctuary—and prison. I can’t lie, though. It’s great that I got in because it’s one of the best private schools in the UK, but I feel like I’m carrying Mum, Dad, and my family in London and Nigeria on my shoulders. My grades got me in and gave me an Academic Excellence scholarship because I’m really good at school. They think I’m some sort of maths prodigy. What can I say? Maths is my boyfriend and Pythagoras’s theorem turns me on.


I get my love of maths from my dad. He teaches now, but I remember how he struggled to get qualified. Dad was a university lecturer in Nigeria, but he had to retrain in this country. I know that Mum hates her job at the residential home. It wasn’t easy at all for my parents in the beginning, and I remember all the times we ran out of electricity. Deji and I help out where we can, but the focus has always been on our education. This adds even more pressure because if I don’t succeed then my parents went through all that for nothing. Sometimes I wish I was average, and then they wouldn’t expect as much from me.


The creak of the handbrake forces me out of my head. Dad sighs and his fingers drum repeatedly on the steering wheel. I wonder if he’s remembering his life back in Nigeria. Dad used to tell me about his friend Nneka and how they used to fetch water together in the village. I feel like he regrets coming here sometimes, but I know my dad: he’ll never say it because he’s all about family.


The outside of my private school looks like 20 mini castles joined together to make a mega castle. Priya waves at me from the entrance as all the Jacks, Olivers, Daisies and Rachels swarm past me into the main building, creating a blinding platinum sea mixed with shades of browns and reds. I already know someone’s annoyed Priya by the way her foot’s tapping. Priya swings her long brown hair over her shoulder and fluffs her bangs.


‘Fola. I’m tired,’ she moans. ‘Ahmed is so inconsiderate. They already took my room, so I have to stay in that tiny guest room, and now Abdul won’t stop crying!’ She throws her hands up in the air. ‘I mean, I love his chubby cheeks, but he doesn’t let anyone sleep.’


Priya’s brother, Ahmed, is refurbishing his house so he, his wife and their new baby have moved back home for a while.


‘Hi to you too,’ I reply. ‘Yeah, it’s so cramped in your six-bed house.’ I roll my eyes. ‘I don’t know how you’re coping.’


‘I swear. If one more person comes into my room without knocking…’


It makes me think of the day I met Priya. Brad was being rude to her, so she cussed him out in English and then in Bengali. It was beautiful, really.


She grabs my shoulders and shakes me until I snap out of my daydream and notice her.


‘Fola. FOLA! Are you even listening to me?’


‘Yes,’ I answer. ‘I’m listening. Were you wearing your period pants?’


I move away quickly as she tries to hit my arm. ‘I’m sorry.’ I laugh.


She pinches me. ‘It’s not funny! It’s so embarrassing, man. We’re going to sixth form next year, which means we’re almost proper adults, and I still have to tell people to knock. Come on!’


‘No, you come on.’ I pull on her hand. ‘We’re gonna be late.’


Entering the school, we stop at the bottom of the polished wooden staircase. It has a blue carpet running down the middle like a tongue. Students move around us in their uniforms, mini-mes of their socialite parents. The interior screams old money with its grand arches and high ceilings. And you should see our canteen! With curved bronze doors, multiple serving stations, solid round tables and stained-glass windows, it feels like I’m eating in a palace. Our library looks like something from the future, as the books go around on a carousel. We even have our own chapel, theatre and swimming pool. I can’t even swim, but still.


Once we get to the landing, I walk up the staircase to the right and Priya to the left. My triple science biology class is filling up, and I head to my seat at the front. The atmosphere crackles with tension: we’re in the top set and we have to do well.


‘Quickly, take your seats, please.’


Mrs Newman strides to the front in her standard black suit and blue loafer combo. Her vintage blackboard on wheels rolls in behind her; she refuses to use the smartboard and prefers to go old-school. As the chalk hits the blackboard, we all pray. Mrs Newman is strict but fair.


BODY REGULATION


‘We shall see who has been paying attention. Mr Jones, come up to the front and explain to the class what thermoregulation is and how it works.’


Roger slowly rises from his seat and makes his way to the front, his mouth moving quickly as he tries to remember.


‘Thermoregulation is the control of the internal body temperature, and it works by…’


Mrs Newman nods as Roger explains exactly how thermoregulation works.


‘Thank you, Mr Jones.’ She points. ‘You may take your seat. St Joseph’s will make a fine biologist out of you yet.’


Through her half-moon glasses, Mrs Newman scans the room, and we all shrink a little in our seats.


‘Ms Oduwole,’ Mrs Newman says. ‘Where is the hypothalamus located and what does it do?’


God, why? Seriously. Dragging my eyes back to Mrs Newman’s crossed arms, I hear thankful sighs as I get up—a fallen soldier.


‘The hypothalamus is an area in the brain…’ I explain something that I looked at for, like, two minutes last night because I was too busy working on a new short film idea. ‘And it regulates body temperature.’


‘Correct,’ Mrs Newman states.


The ‘correct’ is as dry as the chalk in her hand.


‘Katherine, you’re next. What does vasoconstriction mean?’


For the rest of Mrs Newman’s lesson, I’m half working, half watching the clock. As the bell sounds, she gives us homework. ‘Please go over pages one to ten for our next class and I expect to see you all in the extra revision session.’


We all pile out of the class with the weight of our approaching GCSEs on our shoulders. Only three months away!


‘You all look miserable,’ Priya mocks from the wall outside the classroom.


‘Whatever, man,’ I reply. ‘It was a good lesson. Mrs Newman showed us this video on temperature regulation, and I got an A on a test we did.’


‘All I heard was “good lesson”.’ Priya shrugs and starts heading towards our form room. ‘I find science dull.’


I rush to catch up to her. ‘And you say I don’t listen. It doesn’t matter anyway. Look who’s coming.’ I spot Mukesh walking towards us, and I grab Priya’s arm. ‘Pree. Seriously. Be easy, okay?’


‘Good morning, my Indian goddess.’ Mukesh stops right in front of Priya and gives her a wonky smile.


‘No,’ Priya states. She dodges him and continues down the corridor as if his pride isn’t lying on the floor.


‘Yes!’ He pumps his fist. ‘I’m making progress. Yesterday she told me to take a running jump off a cliff.’


‘Sure. Keep telling yourself that,’ I mutter, patting him on the shoulder.


I run after Priya’s retreating form as she enters the blue archway. All students belong to a house, and these are known by their colour. The houses are named after people who have achieved greatness. Pankhurst House is green, Einstein House is red, Franklin House is orange, Chaucer is yellow and we’re in Seacole, which is blue. I love being in this house because Mary Seacole was a British Jamaican woman who set up the British Hotel during the Crimean War.


As I sit down in my seat, Millie turns around to me. ‘I love what you’ve done with your hair, Fola. I’ve been trying to get my hair to be wavier, but it’s just bone straight. I’m jealous. What’s your secret?’


My right eyebrow rises. ‘It’s my natural hair.’


‘Oh, but last week you had straighter hair. My friend Yemi told me that it’s a weave.’


She whispers the word ‘weave’ as if it’s a secret. I stop myself mid-eye roll. ‘Yeah, it was still my hair.’


Sometimes I feel like the spokesperson for all black people because there are only two of us in my whole year. I get new hair anxiety because I know people must comment when I change my hair.


Oh my gosh, you’ve changed your hair.


How did you manage to get it straighter, curlier, shorter?


I prefer the other hair on you!


I didn’t recognise you.


I’m the only black girl in this form.


Ms Jackson, our form tutor, drops her bag at the front and whistles. ‘Listen up. I’ve read all your statements and given some feedback on them. Please go over my notes and amend ahead of our practice interviews on Friday.’ She whizzes around the room, giving out the statements for our interviews with St Helen’s sixth form. It’s my statement of lies.


I want to study further maths, chemistry and biology for A level because I’ve always wanted to be a doctor…


But what I truly want to study is film, photography and maths. It’s not the whole clichéd ‘she’s applying for the boring subjects, but really wants to do the artsy subjects’ story. Or the ‘her parents won’t allow her to be herself, but in the end she breaks through all the barriers and becomes her own person’ story.


Well, actually, it’s exactly that.


Deji is lucky because he chose a science degree, which is on my parents’ approved list of degrees. I can choose from the long list of doctor, lawyer or accountant, but I’ve always felt like my camera was part of me. I’m the designated family photographer, probably because my parents are cheap and don’t want to hire someone professional to do it.


It all started when my parents took us back home to Nigeria.


If I close my eyes, I can picture my first time meeting Nigeria. I was ten years old. The dry heat surprised me as we walked out of the airport in Lagos. All of my senses were drawn in. Young boys in mismatched clothes were trying to sell phone cards outside the airport entrance, but they parted as my uncle Tunde rushed to meet us in his old black BMW. We shoved our luggage into the big boot, then we all squeezed into the back, and we were off.


Lagos was loud and larger than life. It was like an open zoo, with chickens and goats crossing the road. People weaved in and out of each other like bracelets, and noisy okadas sped past my window carrying passengers.


When we reached the city of Ado Ekiti, I met my dad’s family and they told me all these funny stories about Dad when he was younger. Apparently, he was always getting into trouble. I couldn’t imagine it.


Using Dad’s Polaroid camera, I photographed lots of things, from a beautiful navy-blue Ankara dress with yellow swirly patterns to a lizard scurrying across the compound, leaving a trail of dust in its wake.


But in Nigeria, I also saw the gap between the rich and poor. It was like looking into two different worlds. From then on, I wanted to inform and educate through my films. I want to be known everywhere for my films, but that’ll only ever be a dream because I’m going to be a doctor.


Ms Jackson’s voice pulls me back into the room. ‘It’s important that you choose subjects that align with your future careers.’


My phone vibrating in my pocket interrupts Ms Jackson’s speech. Priya eyes me as I check my phone.


Deji


They're moving me to London today for the surgery.


My heart sinks.




Chapter 2


While I watch my container of jollof rice spin around in the microwave, Priya taps her foot impatiently on the canteen’s shiny hardwood floor.


I ignore her.


‘So, what was that message about?’ she asks. ‘It’s fine if you don’t want to tell me.’


Here we go.


She tuts. ‘Okay, actually it’s not fine.’ Priya turns to stare at the side of my head. After a few seconds, I throw my head back and shift my body to face her.


‘If you have a secret and you’re not telling me, Fola—’


‘It was from Deji.’ I sigh.


Priya puts her hands up to stop me. ‘Say no more. Why don’t we sit outside and blind these peasants with our awesomeness?’ She balances her hot container in her hand, while I put mine back into my plastic bag.


The scent of spices trails behind us as we walk down the corridor to the grassy area around the back of the building.


‘I can’t wait for our theatre trip to London tomorrow,’ Priya squeaks, cutting her roast beef into small pieces. ‘OMG, I’m sorry, Fola. I forgot. I’ve got such a big mouth.’


Deji’s surgery is the day after our trip. I’ve known about the surgery date for months. I’ve been dreading it because it’s risky. They need to remove a tumour from his spine.


‘It’s alright.’ I stop playing with my jollof rice. ‘Pree, sometimes don’t you feel like there’s so much pressure on us to be the best?’


‘Every single day! I can hear my nani now.’ With her eyes narrowed, a thick Indian accent and a wagging finger, Priya channels her grandma. ‘Preeeya, don’t disgrace us.’


I burst out laughing. ‘Why are our families so dramatic?’


‘Don’t you remember? My dad had a heart attack when I told him that I wanted to be a writer. There was a whole family meeting.’ Priya points her fork at me then eats the beef. ‘You should’ve seen my auntie shaking her head in the corner. My uncle asked if I thought I was Shakespeare or something. I was shocked that he even knew who that was.’


I take a bite out of my chicken and just shake my head. The rest of lunch flies by. We quickly pack away our stuff as the bell rings.


‘Byeeee,’ Priya sings, reaching in for a tight hug. She steamrolls her way towards her geography lesson, while I make my way to the art block. My second home.


I can breathe easy there. My parents still don’t know that I chose media studies for a GCSE because they were distracted by all the other ‘serious’ subjects I chose. If I ever told them what I really want to do for A levels, they’d definitely have a heart attack.


I can imagine Mum now. Fola, do you want to kill me?


As I push open the mahogany door, people are shouting and laughing. Gregg, our media studies teacher, blows a large golden horn at the front of the class.


I jump forward. ‘The Lord of the Rings!’


‘Darn! I knew that one.’


‘I was going to get it.’


‘Who even watches that stuff any more?’


Gregg points the horn at me. ‘You got it, Fola. In The Lord of the Rings, the Horn-call of Buckland was used in times of danger or battle.’ He blows the horn again. ‘Get in your pairs. You should all have an idea of what you want to do, or should have started your projects. Before I forget—Fola, Ronnie, Nora and Paul, can I speak to all of you quickly?’ Gregg motions to the front of the class.


What does he want to talk about? I know I’m not failing media studies because it’s the only subject I put effort into. Once we reach his desk, he hands us each a flyer.




CHARLTON UK FILM FESTIVAL presents


SHORT FILM COMPETITION


for BAME filmmakers aged 18 and under


Any theme
Win a £1,000 prize
A chance to show your film at the
International Film Festival
Win a paid summer internship in a film studio





I take my time absorbing all the information before responding to Gregg, but Paul beats me to it.


‘Do you think we have a shot?’ Paul asks curiously.


‘Yes, I do.’ Gregg speaks with such certainty that I almost believe him.


Me? Entering a film contest? Nah. It’s a waste of time. What would my parents say?


Gregg watches us. ‘Please, can you all do me one favour? Can you at least think about it? If you need a crew, I know some people who would love to help out.’


Ronnie’s wavy black bob bounces as she nods her head. ‘I’m going to enter, and I have the perfect short film to enter with. When we were vacationing in the south of France last year, I shot some footage.’


The south of France? The only south I’ve been is south London. It must be nice to not only have money, but also parents who support you.


Folding the flyer three times so it’s small enough to stuff into my blazer pocket, I move back to my seat, but Paul stops me and asks, ‘So, what do you think?’


I push a curl of hair out of my face. ‘I don’t think I have time to do it.’ I shrug, like my dreams aren’t folded up in my pocket. ‘Because of school and all that. You know how it is.’


‘Yeah. Same,’ Paul agrees. ‘My parents have been on at me about getting all As.’


‘Tell me about it,’ I mutter.


We go back to our seats, but I can’t stop thinking about the competition. Imagine if I won. It would change everything for me. My parents won’t worry that I’ll end up working in Odeon.


For the rest of the lesson, I try to listen to what Paul is saying about camera angles, but I can’t concentrate. Would you be able to?


The end of school can’t come quick enough because I can forget about school and see Deji in the hospital.


I climb into Dad’s car and he takes off, without a word, to pick up Roti and Bisi. Mum is meeting us there. Usually, Dad would attempt some small talk about school or something funny a student did in one of his lessons, but he’s probably not feeling it, and neither am I.


‘Family,’ Deji says jokingly as we walk into his hospital room. ‘What did I do to deserve this visit?’


Sitting on the edge of his bed, Deji balances his long feet on the last empty chair in the room. He’s 6 foot 2 and complains that everything is too small for him.


It’s still strange seeing Deji in the hospital. He’s always been active—going skydiving, rock climbing, mountain biking and surfing. I throw up on the teapot ride at the local funfair. Deji swore all of us to secrecy about him skydiving. If Mum found out he’d purposely jumped out of a plane, she would lose it.


I push Deji’s legs gently until he moves them with a cheeky smile.


‘Move, man.’ I flop down into the chair. ‘What do you think this is?’


‘Hello to you too, sis. Still drowning in that green blazer, I see,’ he mocks.


Sticking my tongue out at him, I reply, ‘Still skipping leg day, I see.’


We start laughing while Mum complains about how disrespectful I am.


‘Hey, bro,’ Roti exclaims, spudding Deji with his fist.


Bisi is chilling in one of the other chairs, on her phone, pretending we don’t exist as usual.


‘What exactly did the consultant say, Deji?’ Dad asks. ‘Is everything scheduled?’


‘Yup. They’re probably scared to do the surgery here because they don’t want to risk having a dead black boy on their hands,’ Deji jokes.


Mum clicks her fingers. ‘I reject death in Jesus’ name!’


‘I’m only joking, Mum.’ Deji groans. ‘It’s a fancy specialist centre.’ He turns to me with a smile, but it doesn’t look as bright as it usually does. ‘You should see their facilities, Fola. They even have a rehab centre in case I have to learn how to walk again.’


‘You can’t joke about these things, Deji,’ Mum scolds him.


The rest of us are silent, thinking about all the possible complications of the surgery. I know that he’s scared. We all are. Who wouldn’t be? I knew it was bad, but learning how to walk again?


Mum pats Deji’s hand. ‘God is in control. He won’t let anything bad happen to you. We should pray for you and the surgery.’ Mum bows her head, waiting for us to do the same. ‘God, I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for Deji…’


The prayer goes on for 20 minutes. I say my own prayer in my heart because the surgery has to go well. My brother has to be alright.


‘Ameeeeen!’ Mum rounds up her prayer and stands up with a deep groan. ‘My darling boy. It is well.’


I know the nurse will be here soon to tell us that visiting hours are over. There’s a flurry of movement as we say goodbye to Deji.


‘Wait a sec, Fola,’ Deji says, pulling on my blazer.


Deji waits until our family has left the room before he speaks again. ‘You alright?’


‘Yeah, I’m cool,’ I reply, playing with my hair. ‘It’s just…’


‘I know all of this is hard, but all you can do is focus on the positive.’ He shrugs. ‘That’s what they keep telling me. God’s got me—he won’t let a good one die.’


I grin. ‘Yeah, you’re right.’


I lean down to hug him, and the folded-up flyer falls right in his lap. Hospital or no hospital, his reflexes are still way quicker than mine.


‘What’s this?’ he asks, smoothing out the flyer.


I reach out to snatch it back. ‘It’s nothing, okay.’


Deji ducks under my arm and reads it. ‘You better be submitting a film.’ He stares at me. ‘Fola, were you not gonna enter?’


‘No. I don’t even know what I would submit,’ I reply. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘Because I know for a fact you’re working on something right now. I know you don’t wanna hear it, but your short films are sick, and you have all these ideas. Just think about submitting. Promise me.’


‘Fine. I promise that I’ll think about it.’ I take the crinkled flyer back, staring down at it.




Chapter 3


The thick red curtains close and the dim lights flicker on, lighting up the dark theatre. People from my form leave the theatre to get snacks or use the toilet.


‘Intermission is only 20 minutes,’ Ms Jackson calls. ‘Make sure you’re back in here by then.’ After ticking her ‘good teacher’ box, she wanders off, staring way too hard at her phone.


I take out my phone and message Deji back. They’re taking him in for final tests before surgery. ‘Whatever it is, Pree, I don’t want to do it.’


Priya huffs. ‘If you really don’t want to know, I won’t tell you.’


‘Alright.’


Priya’s tapping foot matches the key tones on my phone.


Here we go.


‘There’s this night tour at the British Library…’


‘No.’ Pocketing my phone, I look at my friend to make sure she’s for real. ‘We’re not going to no night tour.’


Priya throws her hands up in the air and looks sulky. ‘You don’t even know what I was going to say.’


Wait for it.


Priya continues, using a softer tone. ‘Fola, it’s not even like that and it’s not technically a night tour. Remember when we were getting snacks earlier? I met this group, and they were talking about this fun game. So…’ She rummages through her small black Chanel bag, bringing out two tickets and wiggling them in my face.


Pushing her hand away, I give her a look that says ‘are you completely out of your mind?’ and ‘you better not be serious’.


‘They’re gonna use you as inspiration for one of those true crime Netflix series,’ I say. ‘I’ll give a good interview about the type of crazy friend you were. I’m not going, and you’re not going. Priya. Look at me. We’re not going.’


‘Pleeease, Fola,’ she begs, grasping the front of my jacket. ‘I promise you it’s going to be fun. You never want to do anything fun nowadays. You’re always talking about school.’


I lean back. ‘What are you trying to say?’


Priya sits back, tucking her bag in her lap. ‘Forget I said anything. We don’t have to go anywhere. You’re right.’


I touch Priya’s shoulder to get her attention. ‘No, you were gonna say something. Just say what you were gonna say, Pree.’


Sighing deeply, Priya plays with the gold chain on her bag. ‘It’s just that you’ve been very stressed lately.’


What is Priya talking about? We’re all stressed trying to get good GCSEs—and my brother is sick too. Clamping my lips together so I don’t say anything rude, I let Priya finish what she was going to say.


‘And like,’ she says quietly, ‘I completely get it because of what’s going on with your brother, but I miss my best friend.’


‘Alright,’ I snap. ‘We can do this night tour then. It better be good.’ I get up from the cushy red chair and don’t even wait for her as I stalk out of the dim theatre. She catches up with me a second later and loops her arm through mine. Leaning into me, Priya whispers, ‘Trust me. You’re going to love it.’


I better, because apparently I’m no fun anymore. What’s that supposed to mean? Yeah, sorry I’m not chatting about shopping when my brother is sick, and I need to focus on school. Priya’s rich. She doesn’t have to worry about all the things I worry about. If she fails, she has her family to catch her, but I don’t want my parents to have to catch me.


Five minutes later, we’re standing outside the British Library with Priya bouncing in excitement.


The ‘tour guide’ waits outside the gates. Her cropped blue hair matches her fur coat perfectly. If I’m cold, then she must be freezing in that short quilted skirt, but who am I to judge?


‘Welcome to the British Library night hunt!’ she bellows, dancing around like she needs the toilet. ‘A night of thrill, games and fun!’


‘How are we even allowed in here?’ I ask Priya.


Pree shakes my arm in excitement. ‘I’m not telling you because you’ll ruin it. Fola, just relax. Your parents aren’t here and Deji is fine. You’ve messaged him, like, 20 times already.’


Blue Hair explains the rules of the hunt. Each team gets a map and the first team that can solve all the riddles wins. Priya pulls me so we’re at the front of the line. Entering the library, our footsteps echo across the near-empty building.


As she drags me up the wide steps, the library is a white blur until we come to a large, well-lit room. It’s an exhibition on the art of storytelling. We’re not the only ones here. There’s a group of teenagers around our age hanging around the room.


A petite black girl with a red pixie cut and a nose piercing speaks to her friend. ‘Ty says that we’re all snakes for not bringing him in.’


The tall, slender girl beside her with deep brown skin and a septum piercing replies. ‘Who cares what he thinks, Red?’ She rubs her shaved head. ‘You know exactly why we couldn’t tell him. We’re not even supposed to be here and I thought you broke up. You act so dumb cos of him sometimes.’


Red screws up her expertly contoured face and arches her shaped eyebrows. ‘Don’t chat to me like that. I’m not one of your likkle friends, Rapunzel. Remember that.’


Rapunzel?


What kind of name is Rapunzel? Isn’t she the one with the long hair from the Disney film?


Rapunzel bristles like teeth on a comb. I don’t realise I’m staring until Rapunzel’s chestnut brown eyes meet mine, and she screws up her face like I’m battered plantain.
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