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For ‘Drumline’


Some would say it’s better to be
judged by twelve than carried by six.


Always remember either way many
lives are changed forever.


Walk easy.


I love you.


Cx









CHAPTER ONE


My hand was trembling like it always did whenever I listened to it. But I pressed play anyway.




‘Yo, Cyn … Cyn … they got me, man – they came out of nowhere. I’ve called an ambulance, but I don’t know … Cyn … it hurts, man. I want Mum. Cyn, get Mum.’





I pressed my palms hard against my closed eyes, willing the tears to stop, reaching behind me to flush the toilet, even though I hadn’t used it. Ever since Big Mike died, when I had to cry I would go to the bathroom. I’d cry as quietly as possible but sometimes the sobbing would grip me in the throat and a wail would escape. So I got used to keeping one hand on the flush. Finally, when I’d gotten control of my breathing again, I stood up and looked at myself in the mirror.


It was a different mirror to the one I’d cried in nearly every morning for the last two years. But it wasn’t just the mirror that was different. Everything was. I shook my head to dislodge the memories. I’d only listened to that final voicemail from him so I could remember what his voice sounded like. I didn’t want to remember the situation itself. I never did.


‘Mum?!’ I yelled, leaning over the banister. ‘Mum! Do you know where my hairbrush is? Not the big one,’ I continued, without waiting for her to respond. ‘The small one, for my baby hairs.’


A moment later she appeared at the base of the stairs, all five feet of her. She was actually four foot eleven but insisted on rounding up. Her skin was as dark as mine but that’s where the similarities ended. Mum was twice as beautiful. Even with a shaved head, there was a femininity about her that was undeniable. Among the unopened packing boxes, she moved gracefully.


‘No, Cynthia, I don’t. Have you perhaps tried the box labelled “hair things”?’ she asked sarcastically.


Through gritted teeth, I sighed. ‘Of course I have, Mum. Ugh, I’m going to be late,’ I moaned, heading back to my bathroom.


My bathroom. I wasn’t used to that yet.


‘This wouldn’t be necessary,’ Mum said, ignoring the fact that I was already walking away, ‘if you had just let your aunt braid your hair like I suggested. You knew this week was going to be chaotic.’


I chose not to answer, but as I closed the bathroom door she called after me, ‘And last I checked, none of your hairs were ever wearing nappies.’ I could hear her giggling at her own joke and I rolled my eyes.


I wouldn’t have admitted it to her, but she was right. I should have just got my hair braided. But I didn’t want them getting too used to that. We had only been in this area about five minutes and I’d already deduced that faces like mine were in the minus. When we first arrived, I’d kept my eyes peeled for a Black haircare place but considering our nearest corner shop was over two miles away, I’d given up hope.


Now here I was, on the first day of my new school, with my hair looking like a cross between one of the Trolls and an electrocuted Barbie. Brilliant.


As I was pulling a wide-tooth comb through it, my phone began to ring. It was Jadell. Seeing her name immediately made me smile. We had been best friends since we were in reception.


‘Gurl …’ I sang, trying to put the phone to my ear and do my hair at the same time. If it were anyone else, I would have put the phone on loudspeaker but Jadell had a tendency to swear without warning and I didn’t need my parents hearing that this morning. Mum wouldn’t have cared but Dad would have hit the roof. He was mad conservative about things like that.


‘Cyn! What’s popping? You there yet?’ she asked breathlessly.


‘Babe, would I be answering my phone if I were? You know this is a fancy-pants-money-school. I can’t just be whipping my phone out,’ I reminded her.


‘True, true,’ she agreed. ‘Listen, I’m just calling to tell you have a good first day and don’t forget about us common folk.’ She giggled.


That stung a bit. ‘Don’t start that nonsense again, I beg. You know I’m the same old Cyn,’ I said, looking at myself in my bathroom mirror and forcing a smile, wanting to believe that.


‘And you know what else is the same? The bloody number-two bus being packed as hell – Hold up – CAN YOU LOT MOVE DOWN, PLEASE. SOME OF US HAVE PLACES TO BE! – Yeah, hello? Cyn, let me talk to you later, yeah? Good luck, babes!’ she sang, and with that she was gone.


‘Cynthia!’ bellowed Dad from downstairs. ‘You’ve got ten minutes!’


I sighed. I’d tried my best to wrestle my sprawling afro into something resembling a bun. Already it looked as if strands were trying to fight the green school-issued scrunchie. Ah well, it would have to do. One thing Dad wouldn’t stand for was me being late on my first day. In his world reputation meant everything. I would need to hustle.


‘So … are you excited?’ Dad asked, his voice barely audible even above the very low car radio.


We had been in the car ten minutes before he decided to break the silence. This was awkward for us both, but I decided to indulge him.


‘I guess.’ I sighed, looking out at the endless fields of green that were whizzing past. The truth was I was petrified and annoyed. Petrified because I was being shot out of a cannon into a new atmosphere – two weeks into the autumn term, no less, when everyone else would have already settled in – and annoyed because I hadn’t asked for this. If it were up to me, I would be on the noisy, packed number-two bus heading for Tulse Hill with Jadell. But instead I was in the middle of nowhere. OK, not nowhere, but Buckinghamshire wasn’t exactly what I was used to. For starters, the school my parents had chosen for me was so far away and secluded I would either have to be driven or ride a special school coach to get there. I had gone from being independent and self-sufficient to basically needing a chaperone to leave the house. And even though I understood the reasoning behind my parents’ interference, I couldn’t help but think it was all grossly unfair.


‘Now, remember, this isn’t St Martin’s,’ Dad was saying. ‘The teachers are going to expect more from you here. As am I,’ he added. ‘And don’t forget that this is your GCSE year. You’ll need to work extra hard and focus on your studies.’


‘Yes, Dad,’ I answered, because staying silent would have been seen as disrespectful.


‘I’m sure your brother would have been expecting a lot from you too.’ He sighed.


Would have.


Although it had been nearly two years, I still wasn’t used to people speaking about my brother in the past tense. Though, to be honest, Dad had stopped talking about him pretty much as soon as he’d died. During the trial Dad had gone every day but would never tell me what was happening. Mum did most of the reporting back to me. It was like when Mike died, something in Dad had died too. Sure, he was always strict; his Nigerian upbringing would have it no other way. But he used to have a lightness, a swagger to him. Like how a president or a rapper walks into a room, that used to be my dad. Now he acted more like the secret service than the head of state, so serious, so quiet, it was hard to really see him at all. I let his suggestion sit there, prepared to be told off for staying silent. I even glanced over at him, trying to encourage it almost, draw it out of him. But he said nothing. My bad mood deepened. And then, as if on cue, we began to wind up the tight country lane that led to my new school.









CHAPTER TWO


I knew which road led to my new school because I had been to meet Mrs Marshall, the headmistress, and hand in my registration forms the week before. That time we had taken a wrong turn and got lost, making me late by almost an hour. I’d prepared to offer up my pretend apologies, but the sturdy headmistress had actually apologised to us for the minimal signage that led towards the school. I had to keep my tongue pressed to the roof of my mouth to stop from laughing. It’s funny how much people will overlook when you can pay the price.


Although I had already seen the school, the grandeur of it overwhelmed me again. Its dark-brown old brick, accentuated with even darker oak doors, made me think of medieval times. Usually approaching a place so clearly not built for someone like me would have led to some serious heart palpitations, but the three crystals gently knocking against one another in my blazer inside pocket helped calm me a little as I stepped out of the car. There was a rose quartz, a black obsidian and a citrine, all which used to belong to Mike. He was obsessed with anything to do with the ground – like actual dirt and rocks and stuff.


I remember when we were little he was captivated even with regular garden stones and river rocks. Dad always had to force him to turn out the pockets of his school coat and trousers before coming home. ‘Michael Adegoke, don’t make your mother angry,’ he would say, chuckling. ‘If we have to call the plumber in yet again because one of your stones has jammed up the washing machine, I think she may look into giving you up for adoption.’


But as he got older, Mike became more serious about it. He’d spend ages online, looking through reference sites with diagrams of fossils, crystals and minerals.


I wasn’t into rocks, but I’d envied Mike’s ability to focus on something until he became an expert in it. I knew my dad was proud of that too. I’m more of a throw-it-all-at-the-wall type person. Which is not something Dad is proud of.


Weeks after Mike had been murdered, I finally plucked up the courage to go into his room. Standing there looking at everything laid out exactly the way he’d left it, I felt super overwhelmed. I know he was … is … my brother, but I admit I was scared. Haunted, almost. As I turned to leave, I spotted the rose quartz, black obsidian and citrine on one of the many shelves that held his crystal collection. They seemed to be apart from the others though. Not precisely arranged. Without a second thought I grabbed them, and I hadn’t been without them since.


I tapped my blazer pocket, heard the satisfying clink and took a deep breath as we walked towards the headmistress, who was waiting for us at the entrance.


My dad and Mrs Marshall made small talk as she led us into the building. I looked around. The walls were decorated with plaques and old school pictures. There were trophy cases everywhere, which wasn’t a complete surprise as when Mum was poring over the prospectus, she’d made a comment about how many sports were on offer.


‘Look, Cynthia, they have everything – even hockey. I think you should give it a go. It would be good for you,’ she’d said, not-so-subtly nudging Dad so he would back her up.


I’d smiled but not in a genuine way. We all knew that I had no interest in hockey. The only reason Mum had mentioned what sports were on offer was because of the weight I had recently gained – enough for her sister to make remarks about it. Even though I was closer to Mum than Dad, he and I were best friends when it came to the dislike of my auntie Jackie. Where my mother had seemingly been able to break away from toxic generational patterns, my aunt was stuck in the cycle – and permanently cross, or so it seemed. The only thing that gave her momentary joy was trying to press her sadness on to others. When she’d last seen me, she’d made it clear that she thought I would struggle to find a boyfriend if I continued to gain weight.


‘And anyways, isn’t grief supposed to turn you off your food?’ she’d asked flatly.


Later that same evening I’d overheard Dad and Mum arguing. Dad was telling Mum that Auntie Jackie had spoken out of turn.


‘When it comes to my children, dead or alive, I will not allow anyone to speak ill of them,’ he’d said, and my heart had felt too small and too big all at the same time.


My mum had sighed so loudly I’d heard it from the stairs. ‘You know Jackie struggles to mind her business … but Cynthia has gained weight since Michael … Maybe she needs to speak with a therapist after all.’


My dad began to protest, but I didn’t get to hear the rest of the conversation as Jadell had called me and almost exposed my eavesdropping.


Now, pressing my nose against the monstrously sized trophy cabinets, I could see that Mum hadn’t been exaggerating. Hockey, rugby, swimming and even badminton seemed to be popular.


‘Do you play?’ asked a husky voice.


I jumped and almost fell into the trophy cabinet.


‘Whoa, you scared me!’ I gasped, turning to face a very tall white boy. He was so tall that if it hadn’t been for his uniform, I would have assumed he was a teacher. His dark-brown hair flopped to one side in an unruly manner and his eyes sparkled like two emeralds. I also couldn’t help but notice that there seemed to be a cheeky glint in his gaze.


‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to,’ he said, not breaking eye contact with me. ‘I’m Thomas. Thomas Goddard,’ he announced proudly, thrusting out his hand for a handshake.


Almost instinctively I rolled my hand into a fist and by the time I realised what I was doing, it was too late to pull back. But to my surprise he seamlessly closed his open hand into a fist, and we bumped knuckles.


‘I’m Cynthia Ade—’


‘Adegoke,’ he finished smoothly.


I was impressed. It wasn’t often that I met a white person who could pronounce my name properly and give a solid touch. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad here after all.


But meeting Thomas’s outstretched hand with a fist must have irked my dad. I could feel him looking at me sharply, as if I had embarrassed him. Before I could apologise, this Thomas guy had stepped in between us.


‘Hello, Mr Adegoke,’ he said. ‘My name is Thomas Goddard. I’m the head boy here at Thornton’s. I’ll be Cynthia’s guide for today. And for however long she may need it,’ he added, looking towards me with a grin.


Dad took Thomas’s extended hand in his own and shook it vigorously. ‘Very nice to make your acquaintance, Thomas. That’s a solid handshake you have there.’ He smiled. ‘I trust that Cynthia will be safe in your company?’ he questioned, his smile slowly melting away, still gripping Thomas’s hand.


‘Oh yes,’ Mrs Marshall cut in. ‘Thomas is a perfect representation of all that is good at Thornton’s. Rugby captain, editor of the school newspaper and one of our best students. He and his brother certainly do the Goddard name proud.’ She chuckled, making her large chest wobble to and fro.


I thought I saw a slight frown appear on Thomas’s face, but by the time I’d blinked it had been replaced by a charming smile.


Dad finally let go of Thomas’s hand. ‘Right,’ he said, in that way he does when he’s done with something. ‘Cynthia, I hope you enjoy your day. I’ll be here promptly at four to pick you up. Mrs Marshall, Master Thomas.’ He nodded at them both and then left me.


I cringed. Master Thomas – like, really? I sometimes wished that Dad understood he didn’t have to prove himself to these people. I made a mental note to message Jadell about it later.


‘Bye, Dad.’ I sighed, turning my attention back to Thomas and Mrs Marshall.


‘Right, Thomas, I will let you take it from here,’ Mrs Marshall said, all in a hurry now that my dad had left. ‘Cynthia, my door is always open. Well, unless it’s lunchtime. I prefer to eat my tuna salad in peace!’


‘Oh my,’ Thomas said, half laughing as he watched Mrs Marshall practically run off.


‘Oh my, indeed.’ I giggled nervously. I couldn’t have felt further outside my comfort zone in that moment. Fumbling around in my pocket, I let my fingers find one of Mike’s crystals and I gave it a squeeze. It’s fine, Cyn. It’s fine, I repeated to myself. You’ve got this.


‘Nervous?’ Thomas questioned as he began to lead the way down one of the many hallways.


I didn’t have the energy to front. ‘A little.’ I sighed. ‘This place is just so … grand. It’s a lot bigger than my old school.’


‘Ah yes, I can imagine that St Martin’s is very … different to Thornton’s,’ Thomas said.


I stopped abruptly.


‘Fam, how do you know—’


He touched my elbow gently. ‘Oh, don’t be alarmed. I always research the new students that I have to take care of,’ he said nonchalantly, as if running an Internet search on people was a respectable hobby.


My heart began to race. I wanted to ask him flat out exactly how much he knew about me. But I also didn’t want to give him or anyone else cause for concern. Ever since Mike was murdered, I’d become aware that every move I made and every word I uttered was under a microscope.


‘I really think we should get her a therapist,’ I’d overheard Mum say to Dad one evening right before we moved.


She clearly hadn’t let the idea go.


‘Over my dead body,’ Dad abruptly shot back. ‘I already have a murdered son. I don’t need the world thinking I have a crazy daughter too. The entire village back home will believe we are cursed. She will find her way. Life must go on,’ he finished flatly.


I hadn’t been surprised by Dad’s words. His life had been so different to mine and Mike’s. Born and raised in Nigeria. One of five siblings. Things were OK until his parents – my grandparents, who I’d never met – were killed in a car accident. Then Dad and his siblings went from attending private schools and fancy parties to being bounced around between family members who had all forgotten how well his parents had treated them when they were alive. As the eldest boy there was lot of pressure on Dad to make things better again. And he did his best. He left Nigeria and came to study medicine in the UK. He really grafted. Dad was harder on Mike than he was on me, and I always tried to remind my brother that it was only because Dad wanted the best for him. Dad was forcing him to study medicine even though Mike’s heart was set on geology. But now Mike wasn’t here. And I had to deal with the reality of Dad’s coldness alone. It hurt. But I couldn’t blame him. I wouldn’t. Not like Big Mike used to.


With effort, I refocused on Thomas, who was still trying to defend his ‘research’ into me. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not an international super spy. I just like to be prepared. “Stay ready so you don’t have to get ready,” my brother always says. You’ll meet him soon; he’s in your form class. That’s where I’m taking you now.’


I turned my attention back to the corridor. My old school halls had been bare apart from the occasional nursery-school-style display – scalloped-edge borders in bright colours, work held in place with Pritt Stick and staples. Here, though, every wall seemed carefully designed, covered in well-presented achievements, framed photos of classes, or packed trophy cabinets. As we walked, I tried to avoid making eye contact with passing students, all of whom were pretending not to stare.


‘Right, here we are,’ Thomas said, coming to an abrupt stop outside a grand door with a stained-glass window. ‘Form 11C’ read the wooden sign above the door. ‘Your form tutor is Mrs Crabtree. She’s a bit … eccentric.’ He laughed, rapping his knuckles on the door twice and entering without waiting for anyone to respond.


Before I could question his very obvious lack of manners, he had ushered me into the room. Walking in was like crossing a threshold into another world.


It was so smoky that for a second I thought the room was on fire. But quickly my nose worked out the truth. It was the smell of Palo Santo incense. Mum burned it all the time at home when she was meditating. Once my eyes adjusted to the smoke, I could see that the lights weren’t on and most of the students had their eyes closed. The few that didn’t had now turned their attention towards me. I caught eyes with a Black boy in the front row. Even through my confusion over what was happening in the room, I had time to notice he was very cute. He had deep-brown skin, a similar shade to mine, but in the sort of smooth, velvety tone I wished my skin had, the kind that seemed almost immune to breakouts or acne of any kind. His jet-black hair was cut into a very sharp fade, with enough left on the top so his waves were perfectly pronounced. His eyelashes were as dark as the hair on his head, and their lushness gave his gaze a sleepiness that was almost hypnotising. I held his eyes for a few seconds longer before I felt an intense desire to look elsewhere. That’s when I caught sight of Mrs Crabtree. Thomas hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d said she was eccentric. She was wearing a brightly patterned floor-length dress and about seventeen different bangles on her arms, her hair in a bun way messier than mine on the top of her head.


Thomas coughed twice. I didn’t know if it was to get Mrs Crabtree’s attention or because the smoke from the incense was bothering him, but she turned towards the noise and when she spotted us, she walked over.


‘Oh, Thomas,’ she whispered. ‘I forgot you were coming by this morning. Silly me. And hello, Cynthia,’ she added, smiling at me. ‘Let me just bring the class safely out of their meditation and I will be right with you.’


She faced the rest of the class. ‘Now, 11C, we will soon be opening our eyes and coming back to a state of awareness. Before we do so I want you, as ever, to hold on to this feeling of peace. Should anything stressful or upsetting come your way today, remember how you felt in this moment.’


I felt Thomas nudge me in the side. When I looked up at him, he was making a kill-me-now face. I tried to cover my snort with a cough.


‘On the count of three, I’m going to ask you to open your eyes and return to the present moment,’ Mrs Crabtree went on in her soft voice. ‘One. Two. Three,’ she whispered.


The students who hadn’t already been staring at me followed her instructions. It took a few seconds for the atmosphere to readjust to something approaching a normal classroom. Mrs Crabtree turned on the light. ‘Now, before I let you all go on to be your best selves, I would like to introduce our new student, Cynthia Ah-day-go-kay.’ She beamed, clearly very pleased with herself at her pronunciation of my name.


I responded with a coy wave, which I instantly regretted. But it must have been enough as most of the class smiled and then went back to talking to each other and going through their bags. I was at once grateful and comforted by the soft hum of the classroom.


‘Cynthia, I expect everyone will be more than willing to help you but if you need anything, my door is always metaphorically open,’ Mrs Crabtree said. She turned to Thomas. ‘Why don’t you introduce Cynthia to your brother so she has someone with the same timetable as her to buddy up with?’ she suggested, as the class began to file out of the room.


‘Good idea, Mrs Crabtree.’ He smiled tightly. ‘Isaac, would you mind?’ Thomas asked, turning to the front row where a tall white boy, who I guessed must be Isaac, was already standing up and walking towards us. Height really did run in that family. Next to Isaac, the cute Black boy I’d caught eyes with when we’d walked in was still staring at me as he slung his rucksack over one shoulder. I couldn’t help taking one moment to quickly look him up and down. I had just about got my head around the fact my family were the only Black people in the village. I had prepared to be one of one at school. Now I come to find not only is there another Black kid here, but it’s a hella fine boy in my class. Shit, I needed to text Jadell ASAP.


I turned back to Thomas, realising I was being rude, and forced a smile on my face as the tall white boy reached us. But instead of stopping, the boy just gave me a nod and walked past us out of the door. Confused, I turned back to Thomas, just as a deep, smooth voice spoke out from behind him.


‘And how can I help?’


‘Cynthia, meet Isaac, my brother.’ Thomas gestured.


‘It’s nice to …’ I trailed off once I realised who Isaac was. It was the Black boy who had been staring at me since I came in the room.


He chuckled.


‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


My expression must have betrayed my desire to not look confused.


‘I know, we don’t look alike at all, do we?’ he smiled, playfully punching Thomas in the upper arm.


‘Of course not. I’m much better looking.’ Thomas punched him back.


I shook my head, hoping it would help make sense of things.


‘Yeah … cool.’ I half-shrugged, trying to look unbothered. But really my brain was scattered. How on earth were they brothers?


‘I’m sure Isaac can tell you all about it as he walks you to maths,’ Thomas said, as if he were reading my mind.


‘Um, I thought you were my guide?’ I asked Thomas, hoping neither of them could detect the nervousness in my voice.


‘Is there a problem with me?’ Isaac asked, turning to face me. It was then that I noticed he had two matching dimples on his cheeks.


‘Many of them,’ Thomas butted in, before I could say anything.


Isaac kissed his teeth, which sent a feeling of familiarity shooting down my spine.


‘I’m playing, bro,’ said Thomas with a smile, and Isaac’s face softened. ‘Cynthia, because I’m head boy, I meet new students on their first day. But since I’m not in your form, I can’t take you to all your classes. I promise that Isaac is the perfect deputy.’ He was gesturing with his hands as he spoke, as if he were practising to be a politician. ‘I shall, however, make myself available during the common periods of freedom whenever you might need me,’ he finished, bowing towards me exaggeratedly.


‘Boy, bye,’ I said, laughing.


‘Bye,’ he responded. ‘Have a good day, Mrs Crabtree,’ he added more loudly, before leaving the classroom.


There were a few awkward moments of silence before I couldn’t help but mention it. ‘Do you really think he thought I meant “boy, bye” as in “goodbye”?’ I asked, trying not to laugh.


Thankfully, Isaac didn’t seem offended on his brother’s behalf. ‘Who knows?’ he said with a smile.


‘Ah, Miss Ah-day-go-kay!’ Mrs Crabtree called from her desk. I turned to face her. ‘I haven’t yet had a chance to gather all the things you need, including your planner. But I do have your freedom pass!’ She chuckled to herself. ‘Old fogey’s joke there, sorry. So this pass –’ she handed me a small white key card – ‘gives you access to everything. Your locker, some classrooms and, of course, lunch! Please try not to lose it as it’s an absolute faff for admin to sort.’


Now that she was closer, I realised she smelled like a perfume my mother used to wear. I remember because whenever she and Dad used to go out, I would race to her dressing table and try some on. The scent momentarily transported me to happier times.


‘For now, I suggest you stick to Isaac as closely as possible as he has the same timetable as you,’ Mrs Crabtree finished, bringing me back to the present.


No problem, I thought, trying not to smile. No problem at all. ‘Sure,’ I responded aloud.


‘Great. Great. Namaste to both of you.’


‘Errr, namaste, Mrs Crabtree,’ Isaac said, leading me back into the hallway.


Once outside, we locked eyes and burst out laughing. A few students who were walking by stared.


‘What the actual f—’ I threw my hand over my mouth as I quickly remembered this wasn’t St Martin’s. If Isaac was shocked, he didn’t show it.


‘Welcome to Thornton’s,’ he offered, holding his arms aloft and spinning around.


A shrill bell pierced the atmosphere and rendered us both momentarily deaf for a few seconds.


‘Damn, we get the point,’ I muttered shaking my head back and forth.


‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it,’ Isaac offered, directing me to the left by placing a hand on my back. It felt as if he let his hand linger half a second longer than was necessary, but by the time my eyes met his, said hand was firmly in his blazer pocket.


‘I hope so,’ I sighed, trying to rid myself of the nerves in my stomach.


‘Right, next up we have maths,’ he advised, beginning to walk briskly down the corridor. ‘There are usually ten minutes between lessons, an unspoken fifteen if you’re the teacher’s favourite – but maths is with Mr Jordan and his only favourite is detention, so never be late for his lessons.’


‘Got it,’ I shot back, momentarily distracted by a deep vibrating from my inside blazer pocket. I knew it was Jadell as I had set her alerts to be six short buzzes in quick succession. I only had a distinct vibrating pattern for one other person. And I knew for sure they would never contact me again.


Isaac eyed me suspiciously, then grinned. ‘Although they say phones are banned, they know we live in a hyper-digital connected world, so they’ll mostly turn a blind eye if you keep it on silent.’


‘Safe.’ I smiled. ‘Um, where are the toilets?’ I asked. I desperately wanted to see what Jadell had sent me and update her on the fact that I wasn’t the only Black kid in school.


‘Around the next corner. Just before Mr Jordan’s classroom,’ he said pointedly, looking down at his watch.


I nodded, but I was no longer listening. I was already crafting a quick text message to Jadell in my brain. I was also trying to make sense of the hallways, but they all seemed so similar.


‘The classroom is right there.’ Isaac had stopped outside a door marked ‘Girls’ but was pointing two doors down. ‘Do you need me to wait here? Or do you think you can find your way?’ He smiled.


I clicked my tongue. ‘Boy, bye.’ I waved as I hurried through the bathroom door.


I could hear his laugher echoing on the other side. I laughed too, because I knew that he knew exactly how I meant it.









CHAPTER THREE


I knew I didn’t have much time before maths, so my phone was halfway outside my pocket by the time I’d slammed the toilet seat down and allowed it to take the full weight of me. My phone was on fire. There was a supportive message and an embarrassing meme from Mum. A firm reminder from Dad for me to put my best foot forward and ensure I was outside promptly at the end of the day. Even Auntie Jackie had sent a good-luck text. I bet Mum had made her do it. I scrolled to Jadell’s name, reading the texts she’d sent.




Gurl, what’s happening!


Holla @ me man.


I want 2 know everything.


Imagine, Keisha is pregnant.


Do you think she will finish?


NE ways – speakin of boys? Any nice 1s?





To be honest, the news about Keisha didn’t surprise me, and while it was juicy gossip, I had more pressing things to discuss.




SIS! LISTEN! IT’S A MADNESS.


VERY CUTE BOY TAKING ME TO MATHS


RIGHT NOW.


HE HAS A BROTHER – WHO ISNT HIS


REAL BROTHER – I WILL EXPLAIN LAT





The sound of the toilet door opening made me pause. It sounded like two people had come in.


‘Urgh, Isaac is so cute,’ a girl’s voice announced.


‘Agreed! But can we talk about the new girl?’ a second voice responded. I felt the shudder of someone slamming the door of the cubicle next to me.


‘So much to discuss! Did you hear about her brother?’ the first voice said from near the sinks.


I felt my legs turn to jelly, though, luckily, I was still sitting down.


‘Yeah – but I mean, I’m not surprised. All you ever hear about is gangs killing each other in London. Dad always says they bring it on themselves,’ the second girl added flatly.


‘Mum won’t even go to London at night any more,’ the first girl agreed. ‘And, oh my god, did you see her hair? What on earth is she going to do with that for swimming? She looks so unkempt.’ I heard a giggle.


I felt my chest begin to get tight. How I wished Jadell was here. By now she would have shoved both their heads down a toilet bowl. I just wanted to cry, but I knew that wasn’t an option. I quickly pressed send on the message to Jadell even though I hadn’t finished it, stood up and coughed loudly. I wanted them to know that they weren’t alone.


There were a few seconds of silence before I heard the stall door next to me rattle again.


Without hesitation, I unlocked my cubicle and walked out. Two white girls were standing at the sinks, looking horrified. I purposefully chose the sink that was situated right between them.


‘Um … we didn’t know you were—’ began the first girl.


‘Shut. Up.’ I used the mirror in front of us to look both of them dead in the eyes. I was shocked by my own reaction. I never would have shown such anger at my previous school. But this felt different. Personal.


‘OK,’ said the second girl squeakily, not even bothering to dry her hands. ‘Molly, let’s go,’ she commanded sheepishly.


‘Yeah, Molly. GO,’ I yelled, making her jump.


Molly quickly followed her friend out, leaving me with only my reflection for company.


I wrapped my hands around the edges of the sink and used it to steady myself. The anger was so overwhelming I felt as though I could have ripped the sink from the wall and thrown it through the ceiling. Looking down, I could see my hands were shaking.


First Thomas, now Molly and her stupid mate. How many other people knew?


I started to wash my hands and then caught sight of my hair in the mirror. The slick bun I had gone to the trouble of creating this morning had already fought its way out of the expensive uniform scrunchie. I looked like a pineapple. I tried not to cry.


Once more I patted my inside blazer pocket and felt the familiar clank of Big Mike’s crystals.


‘This is so fucked up,’ I half whispered, half cried to no one in particular.


‘What is?’ An already familiar voice came from the doorway, making me jump.


‘Isaac! What are you doing in here? This is the girls’ toilet, you know,’ I snapped, not giving him a moment to answer my question.


‘You were taking too long to come out, so I wanted to make sure you hadn’t run off or something.’ He shrugged and slipped inside, seemingly unfazed that he was walking into the wrong bathroom. ‘Hey, hold on,’ he said, as he leaned up against the sink next to me. ‘Are you crying?’ he asked in a soft tone.


‘No!’ I lied, spinning around to the sink to quickly splash my face with water.


I felt a firm grip on my elbow and I allowed my eyes to meet his in the mirror.


‘Cynthia … it’s OK, you know? I get it,’ he said gently.


I felt my body become taut.


‘Get what, exactly?’ I spat back.


‘I get how it feels …’ He trailed off, sighing. ‘How it feels to be forced to leave friends behind and begin again in a new place where no one can mind their own bloody business,’ he went on, stepping back and looking at the floor. ‘Molly and her crew are a bunch of Karens with nothing better to do than gossip about people they don’t know. Don’t let them ruin your first day.’


I wanted to ask how much he’d heard, how much he really knew, but I felt the distinct sting behind my eyes that meant if I opened my mouth I was going to cry. I tried to swallow my sadness but on the next blink my tear ducts betrayed me and drops rolled down my cheeks.


‘Ah no, don’t do that,’ he hushed. It seemed as if he was going to step towards me but thought better of it and instead reached across to grab a paper towel from the dispenser. He handed the rough paper to me and I quickly used it to wipe the tears away. He touched my elbow again, this time squeezing it purposefully.


Away from the hazy fog of Mrs Crabtree’s classroom, I could see he had a small cluster of moles under his right eye. The deep tone of his skin worked hard to hide them but in the bright bathroom light I could count four in a row, like a small constellation of stars. I wondered what they would feel like to touch.


The shrill sound of the bell going snapped me out of it.


‘Shit, now we are late.’


‘Oh no, my dad is going to kill me if I get detention,’ I replied, hastily turning back to the mirror and trying to fix my bun.


‘And Thomas is going to kill me! Come on, let’s go,’ Isaac ordered, heading towards the door and holding it open for me.


We jogged up the hallway, me trying to work out how I felt about everything that had just happened while praying that this teacher would show more mercy than Isaac had claimed he would.


But if the man now standing in front of the doorway was in fact our maths teacher, I could tell we were going to have no such luck. A balding white man towered above us both. Between his snarl and pointless comb-over he reminded me of Mr Burns from The Simpsons.


‘Master Goddard,’ he began, looking Isaac up and down as if he were something repulsive. ‘And Miss Addy … Addy …’ He trailed off and glared down at his clipboard, not bothering to mask how difficult he found it to pronounce my name. ‘… go-kay,’ he finished with a sigh.


‘Sir, I can explain,’ Isaac began.


Mr Jordan lifted up the clipboard, silencing Isaac.


‘Miss …’ He paused again and clearly decided to give up on pronouncing my name entirely. ‘Seeing as it’s your first day I will let you off with a warning, but I expect this not to become a habit,’ he huffed, swinging his clipboard back and forth. ‘But Master Goddard, I expect more from you. Especially with your brother as head boy.’


Even though I wasn’t touching him, I sensed Isaac’s body go rigid. It reminded me that Mrs Marshall had also compared the two brothers when she’d introduced me to Thomas, and clearly Isaac liked it about as much as Thomas had. My heart gave a pang as I realised that no one at this school would ever compare me to Big Mike as they’d never know him. Mr Jordan was still talking at Isaac and I tried to refocus on the conversation.


‘… and, of course, I do have to set an example that tardiness won’t be allowed. That will be a thirty-minute detention after school today, Goddard.’


Before I realised what I was doing, I felt my lips purse as I sucked my teeth. I instinctively threw my hand across my face but Isaac had clearly noticed. What started as a snort grew to a slow, unmistakeable rumble in his chest and soon became a wild cackle, head thrown back, mouth wide open, eyes closed in fits of laughter.


Mr Jordan and I looked at him like he was mad.


I gently nudged Isaac in the ribs to try and bring him back to planet Earth.


‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ he gasped between breaths, trying to control himself.


Mr Jordan looked scandalised. Clearly he had never seen Isaac act like this before. ‘Very well. Detention will now be an hour and your new friend here can join you.’ He gestured in my direction and turned to head back into the classroom.


This time I kissed my teeth on purpose.


‘Excuse me, should I make it two hours?’ he asked sharply, spinning back round.


Thank god Isaac stayed silent this time. I could only imagine the noise Dad was going to make when he found out I’d got detention on my first day.


‘I thought not. Now, let’s go inside and try to get on with what your parents … and guardians pay me to do.’


The first lesson at my new school had not got off to a good start and yet, as I briefly locked eyes with Isaac, who mouthed a clear ‘sorry’, I somehow found myself smiling.
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