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CELINE


It’s the first day of school and I’m already being forced to socialize.


“I’m dead serious,” Nicky Cassidy says, his eyes wide and his acid-wash shirt stained with what looks like tomato sauce. “Juice WRLD is alive, Celine. The planet needs to know.”


My TikTok account has 19,806 followers—@HowCelineSeesIt, feel free to take me to 20K—so God knows how I’m supposed to inform the entire planet of anything. Besides, I make videos about UFOs and vaccines (conclusion: I believe in both) and that guy who hijacked a plane and literally vanished with the ransom money. I don’t make videos about people’s tragic deaths because it’s rude and tacky.


Also, I don’t take requests. For God’s sake, I am a conspiracy theorist. There must be some glamor in that, or else what’s the point?


“Sorry, Nicky,” I reply. “Still no.”


He is appalled by my lack of sensitivity to his cause. “You’re joking.”


“Almost never.”


“Fine. If you don’t want to tell the truth, I’ll do it. Your TikTok’s shit anyway.” He storms off, leaving me to cross campus on my own.


So much for Mum’s hope that I’ll make more friends this year.


Oh well. I inhale the warm September air and stride through the school’s higgledy-piggledy pathways alone. Rosewood Academy is a rambling maze, but this is my final year, so I know it like I know Beyoncé’s discography. It takes five minutes to reach the Beech Hut—aka our sixth-form common area/cafeteria, a tiny, musty building that begs to be knocked down. I snag my usual table by the noticeboard and get on with the very important business of ignoring everyone around me.


I’m on my phone stitching together some footage of cows that I filmed this weekend for a video about the possibility of cannibalistic bovine overlords running the beef industry when my best friend slides into the chair beside me and waves a glossy leaflet in my face.


“Have you seen this?” Michaela demands, her pink curls vibrating with excitement.


“I haven’t,” I say, “and if you put my eye out with it, I never will.”


“Don’t be miserable. Look.” She slams down the flyer and crows, “Katharine Breakspeare!” Then she clicks her tongue piercing against her teeth, which is Minnie’s personal version of a mic drop.


It works. I fall all over that shiny piece of paper like it’s a plate of nachos.


There she is: Katharine Breakspeare, her wide mouth severe (no ladylike smiles for Katharine, thank you very much) and her hair perfectly blown out. They did a whole article in Vogue about that blowout, which is ridiculous considering Katharine’s famous for her trailblazing career in human rights law. Commentators call this woman the James Bond of the courtroom because she’s so damn cool; she’s won at least three internationally significant, high-profile cases in the last five years; she bought her mother an entire compound back in Jamaica to retire to. And Vogue is talking about her hair. I mean, yes, the hair is gorgeous, but come on, people.


Katharine Breakspeare is the blueprint and one day I’m going to be her, building my mum a house in Sierra Leone.


My eyes narrow as I study the leaflet. “‘Apply for the Breakspeare Enrichment Program,’” I read. “Her nature bootcamp thing? But that’s only for undergrads.”


“Not anymore.” Minnie grins, tapping the words in front of us. “‘Award-winning enrichment program now open to those aged sixteen to eighteen—’”


“‘—for the first time ever,’” I finish reading. “‘Set yourself apart from the crowd, nurture early bonds with prestigious employers, and be in with the chance to win a full university scholarship. . . .’” My mouth is numb. My throat is dry. My nerves are fried. “I need a drink.”


Michaela is a dancer; she never goes anywhere without a disgustingly heavy two-liter flask of water. “Here ya go,” she says brightly, and causes a small earthquake by slamming it on the table.


“Where did you get this?” I demand between desperate gulps, shaking the Golden Leaflet of Opportunity.


“Mr. Darling’s office.”


“Mr. Darling’s— Minnie. It’s the first day of school. How are you on his shit list already?”


“I’m not,” she says primly. “It was a preliminary warning. You know: Focus on school this year, Michaela, or you’ll die homeless under a bridge by twenty-five. The usual morale-boosting stuff.”


“Oh, babe. That’s not true. He’s just jealous of your fabulous hair and giant brain.”


“Stop. You know I don’t listen to him. I have bigger plans.” It’s true. She’s going to be like Jessica Alba in my older sister’s favorite film, Honey, except much cooler and actually Black. Then she winks and taps the paper. “And so do you.”


No, I don’t: focusing on school is my big plan, because that’s how you get into Cambridge, which is how you get an excellent law degree and take over the world.


But I’ve done the research and read the forums: companies—including law firms—fall all over themselves to hire Breakspeare Enrichment Program alums because the program produces uniquely driven and capable candidates with work ethics and abilities worthy of Katharine’s own reputation. It’s not like other enrichment programs where you memorize textbooks and complete work experience. In this one, you’re put out into the wilderness where you try to survive and, ideally, thrive, for what I’m sure are completely logical reasons. (It is true that I’m hazy on details, but I trust that Katharine knows what she’s doing.)


Nature isn’t really my thing—not anymore. But I would gargle pond water to get within three feet of this opportunity for the clout alone, never mind the scholarship. So it turns out this is it: my new agenda for the last year of school. Goodbye, Latin Club, and farewell to volunteering at the animal hospital.


It’s time to make space for camping with Katharine.


Apparently, anyone interested in the details can attend a meeting in Nottingham later this week. I flip the leaflet over, searching for a map, but instead I see a QR code labeled “RSVP” and the logos of all the companies involved. The list is long. Some are huge, like Boots; some are small but powerful, like Games Workshop; and I see plenty of law firms, too, which is—


Oh.


My dad’s firm is a sponsor.


Minnie sees my face, then follows my gaze. “What? What?” She squints at the page.


“Wear your glasses, Michaela,” I mutter sharply.


“Not with these lashes.” She bats her falsies at me (I think I feel a breeze), then reads “‘Lawrence, Needham and Soro, corporate law, established 1998.’”


I swallow hard. My throat is dry again. I chug some more water.


“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Minnie says. “I do need that, you know. You want me to dry up like a prune?” She reclaims the mammoth bottle and says, “Soro. Why does that sound familiar? Soro, Soro—”


“My dad works there.”


Minnie winces. She’s my best friend, so we know stuff about each other’s families. As in, I know her gran’s a lesbophobic cowbag and she knows my dad ditched us for his second family ten years ago and I haven’t seen him since. The usual girl stuff. Grimacing, she squeaks, “Maybe the sponsoring firms won’t be super involved?”


“I honestly couldn’t care less.” I’m not lying. He’s the one with something to be ashamed of. I’m the one who’s a credit to my family name.


Which is Bangura, not Soro, thank you very much.


I slip the leaflet into my bag, pressed between the pages of a textbook to keep it fresh and uncreased. “I’ll think about this. Thanks, Min.”


She blows me a kiss as the bell rings, and we get up for class. Only then do I realize who slunk into the Beech Hut while Minnie and I were talking.


Bradley Graeme is here.


Alongside, you know, a ton of other people, but he stands out as the King of Uselessness. He and his breathless fan club are ensconced at their usual table, miles away from the admin office, which allows them to get away with breaking all kinds of rules.


Case in point: Bradley Graeme is currently bouncing a Completely Illicit Football off his head. His short, shiny twists are jumping, and his grin is wide and carefree the way only a truly terrible person’s can be.


Minnie leans in as we walk by. “Do you think Brad’s applying to Cambridge?”


“Of course he is,” I mutter. When does he ever miss a chance to show off?


“So, you might see him at interviews and stuff. Right?”


Ugh. God forbid. “I don’t care, stop looking at him.”


She arches an eyebrow. “You started it.”


Yeah, well. Who can avoid looking at Bradley? His sheer annoyingness creates its own gravitational pull.


His fan club—consisting of 70 percent boys’ football team and 30 percent girls whose parents pay for their mammoth Depop wardrobes, which equals 100 percent skinny, glowing people who practice TikTok dances unironically and spend their weekends being bland and hooking up at house parties—is absolutely entranced by his tomfoolery like they’ve never seen a ball before. Except for Jordan Cooper, who rolls his eyes, snatches the ball out of the air, and says in his flat American accent, “Cut it out, or Mr. Darling will rip you a new one.”


(Mr. Darling is our head of year, a tightly wound geography teacher who hands out detentions like he gets paid by the hour.)


Bradley just laughs as if he fears nothing in the world—which is an absolute lie. But then, I’ve always believed he is fake and false and entirely made of earth-destroying plastic, so . . . that tracks.


I’m in the process of looking away with withering disdain when he—inconvenient down to his very soul—glances up and catches my eye. Great. I give him my filthiest look, but his grin doesn’t falter.


In fact, it gets wider. He raises his eyebrows, and I can practically read his thoughts: Watching me again, Bangura?


I glare. You wish.


His smile turns into a smirk.


Ugh.
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BRAD


September’s supposed to be fresh and crisp like the empty pages of my brand-new notebook, but so far, it’s murky and hot as balls. When Max Donovan drags the gang up to the field at lunch and asks, “Five-a-side?” I look at him like he’s off his nut. What, does he want me to sweat through my first-day-of-school outfit?


“No thanks,” Jordan says while I’m still contemplating the horrors of unplanned exercise. He doesn’t mind sweating out of uniform; he just has this thing about treating his Yeezys right.


Donno rolls his eyes and chucks the ball my way. “Bradders. You in?”


I’m not, but I can’t resist the urge to keep it off the ground. A quick tap with my right foot, my left, then my knee, then my chest. “No thanks,” I say, and do it again.


“Show-off,” Jordan murmurs.


I stick my tongue out at him and kick the ball back to Donno, who snorts derisively. “Christ, you’re a pair of wet wipes.” He’s our team captain, in possession of a killer left foot, floppy golden hair, and sparkling blue eyes. His smiles are always wide and mocking, barely hiding his fangs. I used to have the most unholy crush on him. “What about the rest of you pillocks?”


The guys milling around this makeshift pitch practically stand to attention. I imagine rigid salutes and a chorus of Sir, yes, sir! to match their worshipful looks. Donno has an ego problem—I’m qualified to point this out because I also have an ego problem—and the team really doesn’t help.


Jordan and I leave them to it. There’s a weeping willow at the edge of this field creating a pool of cool, green shade that’s calling my name.


Five minutes later, we’re curtained off from the rest of the world by a veil of leaves. I lie back, head on my rucksack, and crack open my well-loved copy of All Systems Red. I’m rereading the Murderbot Diaries again, mostly to torture myself with the fact that I’ll never write anything this good.


Or possibly anything at all.


But I don’t entertain defeatist thoughts. Dr. Okoro taught me not to invite them in for tea.


“Hey, Brad,” Jordan says out of the blue. “What do you think of Minnie Digby?”


I study him over the top of my book. “Minnie Digby?”


“Yeah.” He looks down, probably hoping his mop of curls will hide the blush on his light brown cheeks. “You know, the one who hangs around with—”


“I know who Michaela Digby hangs around with.”


He smirks again. “Oh yeah. Of course you do.”


“I’m a good friend, so I’m ignoring that comment.” Jordan has a twisted mind that contains batshit theories about me and persons I will not stoop to name. (Okay, fine: her name is Celine Bangura, and she is my archnemesis. Happy?)


I shut my book—which is a real sacrifice, considering Murderbot’s currently deciding whether or not to rip someone’s arm off—and try to answer his question. “I think . . .” That Minnie Digby keeps poor company. That if she ever dares to disagree with her glorious leader about literally anything, ever, she’ll be dropped on her arse at the speed of light. That—


Uh, Brad? Mid-conversation?


Oh yeah. I put my completely reasonable amount of righteous Celine-hate aside and say something relevant. “I think Minnie’s gay.”


“What?” Jordan squawks. “Like, you have a feeling she’s gay, or—”


“As in, I heard she was gay.” Also, my gaydar is excellent and she’s giving solar-powered rainbow strobe lights, but I won’t mention that.


“Oh.” My best friend droops.


“Hey, I could be wrong. How do you know her, anyway?”


He sighs. “She’s in my Lit class this year. She said something this morning about, like, toxic canon and how literary gate-keeping being intertwined with heartless cisheterosexist white supremacist capitalism has poisoned Western creative culture.” Jordan’s usual monotone is ever so slightly animated, which means he’s foaming at the mouth with fascination.


“All right, Minnie Digby. I bet everyone loved that.” This school is not the most progressive. By which I mean: this school sits at the edge of a conservative borough and half of our classmates parrot everything their posh parents tell them.


“Mrs. Titherly wanted to strangle her,” Jordan says dreamily. Maybe he’s in love. Maybe Minnie’s bisexual like me, and he has a chance. After all, Jordan’s cute—I know some girls don’t like short guys but I’m hoping Michaela is too enlightened for that. In ten years’ time, I could be at their wedding telling a story about this moment.


I can see it now: my suit is impeccable and all my best-man jokes land perfectly. Celine is the maid of honor but she’s sadly absent because I snuck into her room and turned off the alarm on her phone. And then I locked her door from the outside.


I snort discreetly and tell him, “If you like the girl, say something.”


“Like what?”


“Like, ‘Hey, Minnie, I also hate Dickens. Let’s get pancakes.’”


“Bruh. Not Dickens. Everyone loves Dickens.”


Well, that can’t be true. I had to read A Tale of Two Cities last year and almost clawed my own eyes out.


“Anyway.” Jordan is back to gloom. “I don’t know if I like her. I just wanna know what you think of her.”


“And then what? You write a letter to her parents asking if you can take her to a museum?”


He laughs. “Screw you.” The school bell shrieks, and we groan in tandem. “What d’you have next?”


“Philosophy.” Which it’s too damn hot for. Existential crises should be saved for rainy days; happy sunshine just undermines the whole vibe. “You’ve got a free period, right?”


“Yep.”


I beam at him. “Walk me to class, bestie.”


“Nope. I’ll see you at soccer practice.”


Ugh. “Jordan. We’ve talked about this. You cannot keep calling it soccer.”


He snorts. “Well, I’m not about to call it—”


As if on cue, a football whips through the weeping willow’s leaves and slams between us.


“Pack in the gossip, ladies,” Donno calls, jogging after it.


“Hey.” Jordan scowls. “Don’t call us that. You’re supposed to be the team captain.”


“Yeah, and I’m using motivational language to get you off your arse.” Donno holds out a hand to help me up. Being friends with him is like having a poisonous pet snake who loves you so much they only bite you once a year. When I was thirteen, he saved me from feeling like I was completely alone. Now I’m seventeen and he gets on my damn nerves, but he’s got my back, so I’ve got his. Even if he occasionally makes it difficult.


“You in Taylor’s philosophy class?” Donno asks as he hauls me to my feet.


“Yeah, why?”


“Me too.” He claps me on the back and jogs off to the rest of our group.


“I thought you were in different classes?” Jordan asks.


“We were last year.” Apparently, the schedule’s changed.


Even knowing that, I don’t put two and two together until I’ve trekked across campus and reached Mr. Taylor’s room. If Donno’s tiny Philosophy class has merged with mine, guess who I’ll be discussing Voltaire with this year?


Celine Bangura.


I stand in the doorway and stare at her like a creep. She doesn’t notice me because she’s talking to Sonam Lamba, so for once, I’m watching her smile instead of scowl. There’s some kind of rose-colored makeup on her chubby cheeks which stands out against her dark brown skin. Her braids are long and fine and pool on the table, almost black with a few neon-green strands that frame her face.


Basically, she looks the way she always does—like a terrible, horrible person who I absolutely can’t stand.


“Sorry,” she’s saying to Sonam, “I can’t. I’m busy Thursday night. Actually, you might want to look at this.” She riffles through her bag. “It’s for an enrichment program run by Katharine Breakspeare. Do you know her? You should come.”


Now, Sonam is a very cool girl, so I’ve never been able to figure out why she and Celine are friends. Celine’s judgmental; Sonam’s infinitely chill. Celine wants to be superior to everyone; Sonam is a violin genius with epic purple glasses who stomps around in these incredible goth boots, which makes her superior to Celine (who just stomps around). And finally, Celine thinks she’s the queen of the universe, which is why it’s pretty funny to hear Sonam tell her, “Nah.”


“But it’s going to be great,” Celine insists. “The BEP has an excellent reputation. If you get in, you could add it to your uni applications—”


Trust Celine to bring up university applications on the first day of school. I bet she’s only applying to Oxford or Cambridge or, like, Harvard, and she’s convinced she’s going to get in because she’s so smart and so special and—


“Ah, Bradley!” Mr. Taylor notices me, his apple cheeks flushed pink by the heat. “I do believe you’re the last passenger on our most noble voyage of philosophical discovery.”


Everyone looks up at me. I snatch my eyes away from Celine like she’s the sun. “Er, yeah. Hi, sir.”


“Well then,” he booms in a Shakespearean voice that doesn’t match his bony frame. “Come in, come in, don’t delay! Sit down, and let’s get started.”


Mr. Taylor’s a great guy, so I would love to do as he asks. But the only open seat is right next to Celine.










CHAPTER TWO
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CELINE


If I’m going to study law at Cambridge next year (which I definitely am), I need at least an A in Philosophy. That’s the only reason I don’t climb out of Mr. Taylor’s window when I see Bradley standing in the doorway.


He looks at me and visibly winces, like I’m dog poo or something. His mate Donno, who is deeply annoying but usually easy to ignore (much like a gnat), snickers from across the room. “Bad luck, Bradders.”


My cheeks heat. With the burning hellfire of rage, obviously.


People like them—“popular” people who think sports and looks and external approval are a valid replacement for actual personality—ironically don’t have the social skills to deal with anyone outside their golden circle. I should know. Once upon a time, back when I was young and clearly going through some stuff because my decision-making matrix was severely off, I used to be best friends with Bradley Graeme.


Then he threw himself headfirst into the gelatinous beast that is popularity and was sucked away and transformed. Now he might as well be a slimy, shiny alien. I look him in the eye and let him see all my disdain.


Bradley discovers the tiniest fragment of a spine somewhere within himself, storms over, and sits down next to me. Actually, he throws himself resentfully into the seat and smacks me in the face with his deodorant. Or his aftershave. Or whatever it is that makes him smell so strongly of just-cut grass. School chairs aren’t wide enough to cope with my thighs, and he manspreads like a walking stereotype, so our legs bump for a literally sickening second before I snatch mine away.


“Celine,” Sonam whispers, leaning into my left side. “Stop looking at him like that.”


“Like what?” I whisper back, but I already know what she means. I have this small problem where my feelings leak out of my face, and my feelings are often intense.


“If he turns up dead tomorrow, you’re going to be arrested.” Considering Sonam’s permanently solemn expression, black-on-black fit, and the way her lanky limbs barely fit under the table, this is like receiving an ominous tarot reading from a goth spider.


“You guys are crap at whispering,” Bradley butts in, “just so you know.”


I jerk in my seat, appalled that he would have the gall to speak to me so casually. For God’s sake, we are enemies. There are rules to this sort of thing. He’s not supposed to address me unless he’s calling me a know-it-all or challenging me to a duel.


“Don’t blame me,” Sonam murmurs back. “It’s Little Miss Lungs over here.”


My jaw drops. “What is this betrayal?”


Bradley grins and ignores me completely. “Hey, Sonam.”


“Hey, Brad.”


Amazing. I have precisely 2.5 friends (Sonam’s mate, Peter Herron, says hi to me sometimes) and here Bradley Graeme is, bantering with one of them right in front of my face. Is nothing sacred?


Mr. Taylor adjusts his glasses and claps his hands, interrupting my thoughts. “Right! The gang’s all here. We know each other, yes?” He points around the square of tables. “Brad, Celine, Sonam, Peter, Shane, Bethany, Max.”


“Donno, sir,” Donno corrects.


Mr. Taylor laughs in the face of this pretentious rubbish and moves on. “This is a small class, so I assume those of you who chose Philosophy are extra dedicated. Well, you’ll need all that dedication to make it through the year!”


Hardly. Philosophy isn’t difficult; just dull.


I slide a look to my right and watch Bradley twirl a pen between his long fingers. I can see the hint of a tensed bicep, half hidden by the short sleeve of his white shirt, and there’s a distinctly mulish set to his obnoxiously sharp jaw. If I hadn’t been forced to watch him go through puberty, I would assume he’d purchased his bone structure.


“We’ve a lot to cover today, but first things first.” Mr. Taylor puts a stack of papers on the table. “This is our syllabus! Take one and pass it round. As you can see, we’re beginning with arguments for and against the existence of the god of classical theism.” He natters on about omnipotence and the problem of evil and suffering with great enthusiasm. I would pay attention, but Bradley slaps the papers down in front of me like the table just insulted his mother.


It’s funny; I once read that the smell of fresh-cut grass is actually a chemical the plant releases when it’s in danger, which reminds me of this theory I’m researching about how veganism might be as bad as meat-eating because of the exploited migrant workers (valid) and the totally viable possibility that plants feel pain. So, long story short, Bradley Graeme smells like murder.


I lick my thumb, take a copy of the syllabus, and murmur, “Is everything you do a calculated display of masculinity, and if so, aren’t you afraid the constant pressure of performance will lead you to snap?”


He murmurs back, “One day you’re going to leave education forever, and you’ll have to face the fact that memorizing a thesaurus doesn’t make you interesting.”


I pass the papers to Sonam. “Fortunately, you will never be faced with that moment of reckoning because, after inevitably failing to accomplish all of your life goals, you will return to education as a teacher who harasses students in the hallways with wildly embellished stories of his glory days.”


Bradley’s eyes never leave the twirling pen in his hand. “I didn’t realize you looked down on teachers. Does your mum know?”


Ten years ago, our family fell apart and my mum worked two jobs to keep us afloat while she finished her teaching degree. “That is not—You know I don’t—”


“Settle, class,” Mr. Taylor orders, which is as close as he ever gets to Shut the hell up and listen.


“Yeah, Celine,” Bradley whispers. “Settle.”


Across the table, Donno snickers again. I grind my teeth. Don’t care don’t care don’t care don’t care.


Mr. Taylor tells us all about C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity. The clock ticks on. I take deeply intelligent and wonderfully concise notes while Bradley highlights his textbook to death. I suppose that’s better than Sonam, who is doodling moths on a piece of scrap paper and writing absolutely nothing. Clearly, I’ll be sending her copies of my binder again this year.


“Off you go, then,” Mr. Taylor says with Teacherly Finality, and I realize I’ve missed something. Crap. I’m never going to get all As and a place at Cambridge and a first-class degree and an amazing job at a prestigious corporate law firm if Bradley Flipping Graeme doesn’t stop failing to take proper notes right next to me. I bet he’s doing it on purpose. He knows I can’t stand indiscriminate highlighting.


I go to glare at him and find he’s already staring at me. “What?”


He squints. “We can all leave once we discuss this passage in pairs.”


Well, that was a quick two hours. “Discuss in pairs? What, us?”


“Yes, us, Celine,” he says snippily. “Do you see anyone else sitting next to me?”


“I wish,” I mutter. Then a horrific thought hits me, or rather, a memory—what Minnie said this morning. “Where are you applying to uni?” I demand, admittedly out of the blue.


He taps the textbook. “Passage. Focus.”


“Just answer the question.” His mum and mine are unfortunately best friends, so I have been made aware—entirely against my will—that Bradley wants to study law too. And if I’m forced to spend three extra years in his presence while dealing with the pressures of my demanding degree, I’m liable to snap and push him off a bridge.


He flicks a dark look at me. “Applications aren’t due for ages.”


I should be relieved, because, no, most of them aren’t, but Oxbridge applications are. Except . . . “Why aren’t you applying to Cambridge?” I don’t want him to, obviously. But he could almost certainly get in, so why wouldn’t he try?


Bradley rolls his eyes. The sun is low and the windows in this room are massive, so he looks like the human embodiment of whiskey and woods and an ancient sepia Instagram filter. It’s honestly atrocious. “Why would I?” he asks. “Just to spend another three years being the only Black kid in the room?”


I scowl. “Hello, I’m literally sitting right here.”


“Hello, it’s a turn of phrase. There are six of us in the entire year. What, do you like that or something?”


“I’d like it better if there were five.” The worst thing about being a minority is occasionally needing to back Bradley up in public. Like that time last year when someone from a rival school said something vile to him during a football tournament and I had to throw a bottle of Coke at the guy (as a matter of principle). “Nothing changes if we don’t make it change.”


“It’s not my job to change their minds,” he says, which is all right for him. He has a soon-to-be-successful scientist for an older sister, and his little brother, who’s signed to the Forest Academy, will probably end up playing for England at the World Cup or some such rubbish, and both of their parents are useful human beings with a sense of duty and loyalty. Brad can afford to go to a second- or third-rate university and have a second-or third-rate career because he has a perfect family and zero single-parent pressure and no shitty absent father to shame into oblivion.


My older sister swears up and down she’s going to be the next Georgia O’Keeffe, but who knows how long that’ll take? Until then, I’m the only one who can prove our worth. I’m the only one who can pay Mum back for years of blood and sweat. (Bangura women don’t do tears.)


But all I say is “Hmm,” and then I focus on my textbook.


“Hmm?” he repeats. “What’s hmm?”


As if I’m about to explain. I needle him instead. “You don’t think you could get in?”


He scoffs at the ceiling. “Of course I could get in—”


“Well, it’s not exactly of course, is it?”


“If you can get in, I can get in,” he says stonily. “We got the same grades last year.”


“Almost,” I correct lightly. Like I said, our mums are best friends, so I know exactly what marks Bradley got last year.


And I know mine were better.


Clearly, he knows it, too, if his stormy expression is anything to go by. Good. He can take his shiny new friends and his star position on the football team; I’ll take my average exam score of 98.5. He left me behind in the hellhole that is secondary school, but when it comes to real life—when it comes to the future, when it comes to success—I’m leaving him in the dust.


“Celine,” Sonam says, nudging my shoulder. It’s a surprise, when I turn, to find her and Peter packing their stuff away. “We’re done. You coming?”


I glance at Mr. Taylor, who is studying a book almost as thick as my arm, the word DISTRACTED written on his forehead. “Yeah.” I’ll do the reading at home and discuss it with myself.


But Mr. Taylor marks his page with a bony finger and pipes up unexpectedly. “Hang on, Celine. Bradley.” His gaze pins us to the wall like bugs. “Since the two of you didn’t manage to discuss one word of your passage, so far as I could hear—”


Oh. My. God. Did Mr. Taylor hear that? I run back the entire conversation, decide it was, at best, utterly juvenile, and attempt to crawl into the earth.


“—you may stay on after class and write down your thoughts for me,” Mr. Taylor continues.


Oh, for God’s sake. I clench my jaw, and Bradley’s nostrils flare so hard I’m surprised he doesn’t whip a tornado into being. Mr. Taylor doesn’t care.


“Go down to the Little Library, please,” he says serenely. “Lower Student Council has booked this room for the next hour.”


“But, sir,” Donno whines from across the table, “we have practice! We need Brad. He’s our best striker!”


Mr. Taylor peers over his glasses, unimpressed. “Then I suppose he’d better work quickly.”
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BRAD


We walk through the building in mutinous silence.


I want to say this entire thing is Celine’s fault, but let’s be honest: I just spent the last two hours behaving like a ten-year-old and, surprise, surprise, it instantly came back to bite me.


I’m still pissed at Celine, though.


God, she’s so full of it. Maybe I’m not my older sister Emily studying biomechanics, maybe I’m not my younger brother Mason on a path to play professional football, but I’m just as smart as Celine. And clearly just as childish, because I can’t resist murmuring, “Hope you weren’t expecting Taylor to write your Cambridge recommendation.”


She hugs her textbook tight against her Metallica T-shirt, her expression half boredom and half effortless arrogance. “Mr. Darling is a Cambridge alum, actually, so he’s writing mine.”


Of fucking course he is.


“Who’s writing your recommendation?” she asks innocently, as if she knows I haven’t gotten that far yet, knows I didn’t email any teachers over the summer to help with my application.


And, yeah, she does. I can tell by her face, by the barely there smirk waiting to spread.


God. If Mum doesn’t stop spilling all my business during Sunday tea with Neneh Bangura, I’m going to . . . well, I’m going to have very stern words with her about it.


“Haven’t decided,” I say flatly.


“You should get a move on,” Celine replies, all bossy and superior as we skirt around a noisy pack of year eights. “Or the teachers will be too busy—”


My back teeth click together. “I know.”


“And contrary to popular belief, they don’t all wait around for the school’s football stars to find time between super important training sessions to request a favor. They have actual jobs and a ton of students to write for, so—”


“Celine?”


She swings narrow eyes in my direction.


“Shut up.”


Her jaw tightens and those eyes get even sharper. I look away.


So, I haven’t got around to considering recommendations yet. It’s not a big deal. I want to go to uni in Leeds or Bristol—somewhere good but, like, normal, because I can’t imagine anything worse than memorizing tort case law in a class full of stuck-up Celine-a-likes. I’m not worried about my application: my grades are perfect, I can memorize almost anything, and I argue well enough to quiet Celine at least 50 percent of the time. Screw uni; they should call me to the bar right now.


I mean, it wouldn’t be my dream job but . . . it makes sense. What’s the alternative? I spend the rest of my life trying and failing to write a book, my parents finally kick me out by my thirty-fifth birthday because I’m still unemployed, and I die cold and lonely under a bridge like Mr. Darling’s always ranting about? No thanks. Practicing law is the sensible option.


Celine opens the door to the stairwell, and I scowl reflexively. The Little Library is a cramped, windowless room down in the basement filled with the books only Philosophy, History, and Latin nerds give a damn about. She goes down without hesitation, but my legs falter.


The stairs are made of concrete and they’re laughably uneven. My brain helpfully informs me that I could easily fall and crack my head open and die right now. (My brain, in case I failed to mention this before, is kind of a dick.)


Yeah, okay, thanks, I tell it. Then I kick away the mental image of my own unfortunate demise and finally head down.


The bannister is metal, painted a cheerful yellow, but overuse has left thirty-six tiny chips in the paint, and I count them as they pass under my hand. Celine’s waiting for me at the bottom, but she doesn’t say a word. Not until we reach the hallway that leads to the Little Library’s closed door, the fluorescent lights harsh and the blue-gray carpet threatening to unravel. “Do you think someone’s already in there?” she asks. “A class or something?”


“Why would there be a class in there?”


“Well, why’s the door shut?”


I don’t want to admit it, but that’s a good question. Rosewood Academy has an open-door policy, so either something serious is going down in the Little Library, or a group of year elevens is camped out in there doing homework, eating Kit-Kats, and getting crumbs all over the Bible. There’s only one way to tell.


I step forward and put my ear to the door. Celine moves at the exact same time and I freeze—but I’m not about to jump away from her like I’m scared. Which is how we end up both pressed against the door, basically face to face. Straight away, I realize she’s . . . shorter than me.


What the hell? Celine Bangura is taller than me. She always has been. But now I’m close to her for the first time in almost four years and it turns out she stopped growing a few inches ago.


Weird.


“Move,” she mutters.


“You move.” I’m not usually this annoying, but she’s infectious. Like the flu.


Celine rolls her eyes. “Your grace and maturity continue to astound me.”


“Give me five synonyms for hypocrite, and yes, you’re allowed to use your own name.”


Watching this girl screw up her face before she insults me is like watching a striker run up to take a penalty. “Has anyone ever told you—” she begins with more acidity than the average lemon tree.


But she’s interrupted by a raised voice through the door. “I’m sorry,” someone says crisply, “but you can’t be serious right now.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” a second voice demands. This one I recognize: it’s Coach, who is totally sweet and makes us Rocky Road on game days whether we win or lose. She’s also what Dad would call emotionally unyielding, and her biceps are so huge she could crush your skull like an egg, but I think that’s part of her charm.


“What, exactly, are you confused about?” the first voice asks, accent bobbing up and down like the actors on Derry Girls. “We can’t make the children do push-ups as a punishment—”


“Of course we can! They’re an able-bodied class! It’s motivational! Find your arsehole, Gallagher.” (There’s that unyielding thing I mentioned.)


“Mr. Gallagher’s my Economics teacher,” Celine whispers. “Is that Ms. Morgan with him?”


I blink. “Ms. . . . ? Do you mean Coach?”


Celine rolls her eyes so hard, her optic nerve’s in danger of snapping. “You don’t even know your football coach’s name?”


I swear she jumps on my every slipup like they contain her daily requirement of vitamins and minerals. “Obviously I know her name. It’s Coach.” (It’s Stacy.)


“You’re a parody of yourself, Bradley Graeme.”


“And you are so in love with the sound of your own voice—”


“Says you.” She snorts like a five-year-old.


“—I bet you fall asleep listening to your own TikToks as a lullaby!”


“Shhhh!” Celine hisses.


Maybe I was a bit loud there. Oops.


There’s the sound of a scraping chair, and before I can react, the door we’re leaning on swings open. We both fall in. Crap.


I grasp the door frame to stop myself going down, but Celine’s still holding her textbook with both hands. I catch her automatically—as in, I kind of don’t remember doing it? Suddenly, I’ve just got an arm around the soft width of her waist and she’s staring up at me, her brown eyes so wide she looks like a cartoon insect. Self-awareness hits me like an electric shock. I come back to my senses and let her go.


A split second later, my brain tells me letting go was the wrong thing to do. But it’s too late: she’s falling. I watch in horror as she lands on the floor with a yelp, her book slamming to the ground beside her.


There’s a moment of wintry silence.


Then she glares up at me with buckets of menace in her eyes and announces, “You absolute living demon!”


My mouth opens. “I—”


“You dropped me!”


Shit. “I didn’t mean to.” My voice creaks with uncertainty, which is annoying, because I’m serious: I didn’t mean to.


“Yeah, right,” Celine mutters as she goes to stand up—and hisses in pain.


Coach, who’s been frozen in confusion since opening the door, springs into action. “Hold on there, young lady,” she orders, kneeling and taking Celine’s wrist in her hand. “Oh dear.” She shakes her head, blond ponytail swinging.


My stomach drops. “What? What’s happened?”


Coach gently presses Celine’s wrist. “Does that hurt?”


Her reply is a stifled squeak.


“And this?”


A nod.


Mr. Gallagher, who is small and twitchy and pink, peers over Coach’s shoulder. “Hmm. I think a trip to Student Support may be in order.”


“What?” I repeat. You only go to Student Support if you’re having a total breakdown or if you’re sick and you need them to call your parents. “What’s wrong? I’ll take her—”


“No,” Celine says, so quick and sharp I’m almost hurt for a second, before I remember that I don’t like her, and she doesn’t like me, and we are enemies.


Coach gives me a grim look as she helps Celine to her feet. “I’ll take her. Brad, tell the team I’m going to be late for practice.”


“Yes, Coach.” Oh, wait a minute. “Um, actually, me and Celine were supposed to stay here and do some work for Mr. Taylor?”


“Well, Celine won’t be doing any work this afternoon, so you can run and let him know about that too.” She puts an arm around Celine, and they head for the stairs. Mr. Gallagher follows behind them.


I run my hands over my hair. “Shit, shit, shit.” Did I just break Celine’s arm or something? The possibility rolls around in my stomach like a concrete ball of anxiety. Acid climbs up my throat. Why the hell did I drop her? I stare down at my hands and whisper, “What the fuck?”


They don’t reply.


I sigh, then crouch down to pick up the textbook she dropped. There’s something sticking out from between the pages. I flick them open, and a vaguely familiar woman with brown skin and long hair stares back at me.


Breakspeare Enrichment Program, the glossy leaflet says.


Breakspeare. Katharine Breakspeare. That’s where I’ve seen this woman: on the inspirational pinboard Celine used to keep in her bedroom. Back when I was welcome in Celine’s bedroom, which I’m certainly not now.


I close the book.
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MONDAY, 4:34 P.M.
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Mummy[image: Illustration]: Keep me updated please.







Giselle[image: Illustration]: doc’s sent us for an X-ray, in the waiting room now







Celine: sorry mummy







Mummy[image: Illustration]: Your wrist is broken and still you’re on this blasted phone??? I bet that’s how you fell.







Celine: it’s not!







Mummy[image: Illustration]: [image: Illustration]talk to the hand little girl







Giselle : skdhfjsjkfhs MUM













CHAPTER THREE
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BRAD


It’s a good thing Celine’s addicted to technology and that I have a finsta for the express purpose of stalking people without embarrassment. By the time I pull up outside my house, her Instagram Story tells me she’s going to Queen’s Med with her sister Giselle, which is not exactly home safe and sound, but also isn’t completely terrible.


My brain decides this would be an ideal moment to present me with images of Celine suffering various life-changing complications from her arm injury, all of which would be my fault. It’s basically a slideshow. If my OCD had a feedback form, I would write Could do with a jaunty soundtrack next time. Instead, I get out of my car and head inside.


“Brad?”


I lock the front door and glance up to find Dad wandering out of the kitchen, a smile on his angular face and a mixing bowl in his arms. Supposedly he’s a family law barrister (that’s how he met Celine’s dad, which is how we know the Banguras in the first place), but in reality, all he seems to do is bake cupcakes and ferry my brother Mason to and from football practice.


“Hey, Dad,” I say, kicking off my shoes and slotting them neatly into the rack. Did I lock the door? Not a big deal, since we’re both home, but I turn back to check anyway. All good.


“Thought you had practice today?”


I skipped because I am in emotional turmoil, obviously. “Er . . . starting next week. First day back, you know.”


“Got you. How was school?”


“It was fine,” I lie, trying really hard not to think about Celine and catastrophically failing. Did I take my keys out of the door? If they’re in there when Mum gets home, she won’t be able to unlock it. I turn around and spot my Adrax Agatone key ring in the onyx dish on the console table. Oh. Well. Good. Patting it a few times, I look up to find Dad rubbing his short beard in a way that means he’s worried about me.
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