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For Jenny,


so proud of you sis


‘It was the Dukes’











I have a good memory


moments


things I saw


what people said


tastes and smells


thoughts and feelings


dreams


sometimes


it’s like I’m right there


living it again


other times it feels like


I’m watching


somebody else’s life


It’s crazy how much happens


when you think about it


all the pieces


over all the years  that add up to


who you


are












‘Stand up Ferran Burke’.


Year 7 to Year 11









YEAR 7.




where nobody tells you anything so you’re always the last to know.





Playlist.


[image: A cover of a low-noise, hi-fi 90 audio cassette of ultra-high quality. A playlist of songs is printed on top.]









This Town. (–means somebody not speaking on purpose)



What about in the playground?


No


The lunch hall?


No


But what if I need help?


Ask a teacher


I don’t know any teachers


–


Emile?


Okay, if you’re completely stuck then you come to me, but only if I’m by myself. Not if I’m with people


Why not?


Because that’s the rules, Ferran


–


Look. You need to carve your own way, without me hanging over you. Understand?


No


You will. I’ll meet you at the gates after last bell, alright?


–





Look at your tie, man


What’s wrong with it?


You look like one of The Specials


I like The Specials


That’s not how you do it. Come here. Stay still. Did Mom give you lunch money?


Dad did


Cool. Right, you go ahead


What, by myself?


You’ll be fine. It’s just school.









The Hunt.


Nobody is doing anything


the kid is on the floor, his nose is bleeding and


people are  just watching


walls of them blocking


either side


in case teachers come


I don’t know his name, but he was sitting in front of me in English this morning


now he’s on the floor


crying and bleeding and


they’ve got his lunch money


probably for the rest of his life


He didn’t do anything


he was just alone


it was like one of those nature programs where the


hyenas wait for the weakest gazelle to separate from the pack


then take it down


that could be me


singled out


picked off  and


slaughtered


man


secondary school is different.


[image: A pencil drawing on paper shows stick figures of parents in the middle with two boys on either side. They all hold hands. A cake labelled cak with lit candles is on the table to the right. Text on top reads, me and Emeel and Mom and Dad. Text at the bottom reads, Ferran, year 2.]


Ms Martin.


‘Handsome family’.


Awkward. But at least I know I’m not in trouble.


‘I like to try and meet all the new starters who come by themselves.


Especially the ones with older siblings’. Her copper hair looks like honeycomb next to her pale skin.


Her spider plant takes up half the windowsill.


‘It’s Kenyan’, she says, following my eyes to the orange and black zig-zaggy wall hanging,


‘Amazing country’.


A long black wooden mask stares at me.


‘Cool’.


‘Year seven can feel very intense at first, especially when you’re flying solo. You’re the only one from your primary school who came here, right’.


‘I’m here because Emile is here’.


She nods.


There are two half empty mugs of coffee next to her keyboard.


‘I’ve taught your brother. A very special boy. It’s a shame we’re losing him for sixth form, although with his gifts, I understand him choosing King Edwards’.


Surprise, surprise. Another full fledged member of the Emile Burke fan club.


She picks at a plaster on her thumb.


‘So, what’s your thing, Ferran? Are you a Historian like Emile?’


He would love to know she called him a historian. I shrug.


‘All in good time’, she says, ‘For now just concentrate on finding your tribe’.


‘My tribe?’


‘The people you feel good with. They’re here somewhere, I promise. You just need to find them’.


‘Okay’.


‘Great. And remember my door is always open if you need me’


She seems alright.


Funny how some teachers just seem more like actual people.









Drama.


It’s called a trust exercise.


You stand with your arms stretched out, then just fall


back without looking and let your partner


catch you knowing that if they don’t,


you smash your back and head on the floor


Actors do it in rehearsals, she said, it builds bonds


We’re not actors


We’re brand new year sevens who’ve only been at the school a week.


I still don’t know anyone except for Emile and I’m not allowed to speak to him.


Now I’m paired up with a boy I don’t know, who has pretty heavy duty


glasses and a body that a mouse fart could blow over


and I’m supposed to trust him to protect me


from severe spinal injuries and possible brain damage.


‘I’ll catch you first’, I say.


‘Okay’, he says, like it’s no big deal, turning away and spreading his arms, ‘Ready?’


Now I’ve switched to panicking about not being able to catch him.


He’s gonna fall back and I’m gonna drop him and


he’s gonna be paralysed and it’ll be my fault.


‘Hold on, hold on’. Deep breath. ‘What’s your name by the way?’


‘Simon’, he says.


‘Right. I’m Ferran’.


‘I know’, he smiles, ‘We’re in the same form’.


‘Don’t forget to ask the question’, she says, weaving between us, brushing her long silver hair from her face.


‘What’s her name again?’


‘Miss Lockley’, he says, ‘You ready?’


‘Wait, wait’. I plant my feet and brace myself. ‘Okay, I’m ready’.


‘Ask the question then’.


‘Yeah. Right. Do you trust me, Simon?’


Simon stays facing forward. ‘I trust you, Ferran’.


And he falls.









Shoryuken


Ryu floats back down to earth in slow motion


as Sagat arcs through the air and crashes


onto his back


You win. Perfect.


Emile smiles from his bed. It’s Friday night. I’m on the floor watching him play Street Fighter II.


Downstairs Mom and Dad are fighting again.


We kept his bedroom door slightly open so we’d know who storms out this time.


Round 2. Chests bounce. Fight.


Sagat throws a tiger knee. Voices from downstairs.


You’re giving up, Theo! Like you always do


Ryu blocks, but takes damage.


Giving up on what exactly, Nina? Your expectations?


Haduken.


You’re impossible to talk to!


Tiger. Ryu back flips to avoid


You call this talking?


Jab. Jab.


Why won’t you listen to me!


Heel kick.


Like you’re listening to me?


Jab. Jab.


You’re impossible


Haduken.


Maybe if you changed the damn record.


A pause, then a plate smashes


Jesus, Nina! What’s wrong with you?


Fireball. Fireball. Sagat is dazed


Ryu moves in.


Mom’s stomping feet.


Front door slams.


Shoryuken!


Close up dragon punch. Four hit combo. Sagat groans and collapses. You win.


Emile nods at me. I stretch out a foot and push his door closed.


Dad’s muffled voice, growling to himself


‘We should go speak to him’.


Emile cracks his knuckles. ‘Nah. Let him cool off’.


He’s always so calm about it. Like what happens downstairs doesn’t affect his life.


‘They’re getting worse’, I say.


‘Yep’.


I wish I was calm like him.


He offers me the joy pad. ‘Wanna do M.Bison?’.


I shake my head.


He knows I’ve never even got past Vega by myself.


Typical big brother gesture


a pinch of flattery, sprinkled on a cup


of bullshit.









Easy.


It’s not Emile’s fault he’s smart.


It’s not like he signed up for some Captain America type program and got injected with genius serum and came out as a super brain.


He was just born with it. Something in the genetic code blessed him with a brain that’s sharper than the average human.


 And it’s not like he’s Guinness Book of World Records smart either.


 He didn’t memorise the periodic table when he was breast feeding or speak nine languages at nursery. He’s never built a robot out of garden tools or cracked NASA launch codes. He just finds stuff easy.


 Ever since I can remember, he’s just been able to cruise and look good doing it.


 Being really good at football probably helps him too.


 That’s a curve ball for most people. Like anybody who’s really smart


 has to be Bambi.


The hard kids have to rate him cos he’s captain of the team and the boffins have to rate him cos he can beat five of them at once at chess.


 He’s a unicorn.


 Cooler than most people with no reason to shout about it. Hard to stay annoyed at somebody like that.


Hard to not feel proud.


And really really really  really hard


to have to follow.









Bluebell.


The smell of pimento


and garlic makes me smile.


Billie Holiday through the speakers at Nan’s hushed volume level.


Dexter and Lenny are playing dominoes in their usual spot by the Double Dragon machine.


Sophia is sipping her red bush tea by the window, deep in her book.


Nan is opening tins of condensed milk at the counter.


Patrick is watching her from the back corner, over the top of his paperback and


I feel my body


  relax.


‘Brother Ferran! Long time.’ Dexter salutes me, tapping his perfectly angled fedora.


‘Yes, Dexter. Still winning?’


He flashes me a smile then slams down a double two and erupts into laughter. Lenny looks at the table then checks his own hand in confusion


‘Is how you hold that so long?’


He knocks the table top in resignation. Dexter gently lays his last domino and brushes his palms.


‘Some of us is just special, ain’t it right, brother Ferran?’


‘I guess so’, I say, dropping my stuff by the stereo and lifting the counter to step through.


‘Hey, Nan’.


‘Good timing, stranger’, she says, handing me a peeler and pointing at a big bag of carrots on the side, ‘Juice fi mek’.


I wash my hands in the deep sink. ‘Is Dad here?’


She nods to the back door. ‘Outside. You want pattie?’


‘Chicken please’.


She takes one from the glass cabinet and puts it on a plate next to me.


I go to pick it up and she cuts me a look.


‘Carrots first’.


I do what I’m told and get to peeling.









Safety in Numbers.


It’s me, Simon and a boy called Pavinder


we’ve had all lesson to create a scene that shows a family


to share back to the class.


We haven’t got anything.


The pair of them have just been talking


about The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.


Miss Lockley is doing Thai Chi behind her desk.


‘We’ve only got five minutes left’, I say, pointing at the clock.


Pav nods, his black hair is LEGO figure neat.


Simon takes off his shoes and kneels on them like his legs are tiny.


‘I’m the baby. We’re in the supermarket’.


He wails. The girls nearest to us look over.


‘One of you has to be the Dad’.


Pav looks at me.


I think of Dad and feel myself frowning.


‘Perfect!’, says Si, ‘Dad’s hate shopping. Pav, you’re the mom’.


Pav looks at me again.


I shrug.


‘Oh no, quick!’, says Simon, pouting, ‘Baby needs poo poo!’


and all three of us


laugh.




As a friend, as a friend


As an old enemy


– K. Cobain












Fork.


It’s lunch time in the cafeteria.


Different years sit with their own.


The three of us are sitting at the year seven table eating chips and peas.


Si and Pav are having the Megadrive vs Super Nintendo argument again.


On the furthest table by the fire escape, I can see Emile with some other year elevens, laughing and joking. The teacher’s table is next to theirs. Mr Cage the head of lower school and History


is talking with the others, but he’s watching Emile.


‘Sonic alone means Megadrive wins’


‘You’re drunk, Si. It’s not even close. Mario Kart. Zelda. Shall I go on? Tell him, Ferran’


I eat my chips, watching Cage hawking Emile. ‘He’s right, Si. Nintendo all day’.


Out of nowhere a fork goes flying up from Emile’s table.


It spins through the air over heads, hits the floor and slides under the piano.


Cage is up in a flash. ‘Emile Burke!’


The whole cafeteria goes quiet.


Emile looks at his friends. It wasn’t him who did it.


‘Burke! Stand up, right now!’


Emile stands.


Simon nudges me. ‘Isn’t that your brother?’


I don’t answer.


Cage strides over to Emile and gets in his face.


‘Can you explain to me why you want to endanger the rest of us with flying forks?’


Emile doesn’t speak.


‘Do you think it’s funny?’


‘It wasn’t him’, I say under my breath, ‘Tell him it wasn’t you’.


Emile just stands there. Cage leans right over him. ‘Well?’


Another year eleven boy stands up, ‘It wasn’t him, sir. It was me’.


‘Sit down, Williams, I saw who did it’, his eyes don’t leave Emile.


The other boy looks at Emile and sits down. I want to stand up and scream.


Emile sighs, ‘It was an accident. Sorry, sir’.


I don’t get why he’s just taking it.


‘Well, I think we all deserve an apology’, sneers Cage ‘Seen as how you could have blinded one of us’.


He grabs Emile’s shoulders and flips him round to face the room.


Emile scans everyone. I hide behind Pav.


‘I’m sorry everyone’, says Emile.


Cage leans over him, ‘Louder’.


‘I’m sorry everyone!’


Cage points towards the piano. ‘Now, go and fetch it’.


There’s a second, and I get myself ready.


This is where Emile spins round and tell him to fetch it himself,


to fetch it and shove it right up his arse. He was just building the tension.


Emile doesn’t say anything,


he just walks over and squats down, fishing the fork


out while the whole cafeteria watches


and brings it back to the table.


It’s like he’s pretending to be somebody else. Somebody normal.


Cage snatches the fork from him. ‘We’ll discuss cafeteria safety in detention. My room at the end of the day. Everyone, back to your lunches!’


He goes back to the teacher’s table. Emile sits down with his friends. The cafeteria rumbles back into life.


‘That guy is psycho’, says Pav.


‘Yeah’, says Simon, ‘I heard he locks you in his cupboard if you talk back. You gonna eat those chips, Ferran?’


My skin feels hot. I slide my plate towards him.


‘Nah. I’m done’.









History.


Nan and Pops opened The Bluebell in the early 70s when Dad and aunty Marsha were kids.


For a while it was a real centre for the Caribbean community in the area. They’d have meetings upstairs and Nan let local photographers and artists put their pictures on the wall to sell.


We all used to come every Sunday afternoon to eat brown stewed chicken and hang out while Pops and the other old guys in their crisp suits sat jamming on the raised corner stage til past bedtime.


Mom took photos that Nan put up, but Dad took them down after


Pops died last year.


Now it’s just one of Pop’s on his drums and the same faded decor


since back in the day, including the small handful of regulars


clinging on.


Dad tidied up the back yard and sometimes gives talks with young musicians


when he’s not at the college, helping them with their demos


and boring them stupid with lectures about the poisonous music industry.









Bouncer.


We’re eating fish finger sandwiches watching Neighbours.


Lucy Robinson has just realised her sight has come back after the accident.


It’s dark outside, but the curtains are open. Mom and Dad aren’t home yet.


‘What’s his problem?’ I say.


‘Who?’


‘Cage’.


Emile wipes up ketchup with his crust, ‘He’s just a teacher’.


‘He’s just a dick head’.


Emile chuckles through a full mouth. ‘Maybe you should tell him’.


‘Why didn’t you? With the fork?’


He looks at me. ‘You saw that?’


I nod. Emile looks back at the screen. Jim Robinson thinks that Lucy is still blind.


Only Bouncer the dog knows she isn’t.


‘Are other teachers like that with you?’


‘Not all of them’


‘Is it because you’re smart?’


‘It’s because I’m not meant to be’.


I don’t understand. Emile can tell. ‘Smart is just being yourself, and nobody else’.


It sounds like something Nan would say.


Lucy Robinson is looking at herself in the mirror, deciding what to do.


‘Somebody should tell him he’s a full prick’.


Emile laughs as he pulls the curtains closed, ‘Maybe it’s you, little


brother. Maybe you’re the one’. He takes my empty plate. His top lip is starting to darken from hairs.


‘Choc ice?’


‘Yes, please’.


He goes to the kitchen.


Lucy Robinson is pretending she’s still blind so people treat her


like she is and


I know it’s wrong


but I get it.


[image: The headline of a folded newspaper reads, local boy breaks scoring record.]









Sheep’s Eye.


It’s morning break.


I’m on the bench watching the Royal Rumble


of other year sevens playing football while Si and Pav argue next to me.


Next lesson we’re supposed to dissect a sheep’s eye.


‘You’re gonna have eye juice on your face’.


‘Shut up. It shouldn’t be legal. I’m not doing it. They can’t make me’.


‘I thought you wanted to be a doctor’.


‘Not that kind of doctor. Ferran tell him to stop’.


‘Leave it, Si. You’re scared too’.


‘No I’m not! I love cutting stuff up. I helped my Dad gut some fish once’.


I miss football. All we ever do at break time is sit and talk about nothing.


‘We should go and play’, I say.


The pair of them look at each other, then laugh.


‘Yeah, right. Good one, Ferran’.


A boy called Taylor and his sidekick Jordan are running the game. I know them from P.E.


A smaller boy with dark hair and eyebrows is in goal.


Taylor takes a shot, the boy makes an awesome save, tipping it up onto the fence higher than the cross bar. Taylor celebrates like he scored anyway. The boy says something.


Next thing, Taylor and Jordan are right in his face.


‘He saved it’, I say.


Taylor pushes the boy into the fence and he falls down.


A crowd forms around them and starts to shout.


‘Leave him alone’.


‘Leave who alone?’ says Si.


‘The boy. In goal. Taylor’s gonna stomp him’, I stand up, ‘He didn’t do anything’.


‘Taylor? So what? It’s nothing to do with us’.


‘He didn’t do anything’. I start to walk towards the cage.


‘Ferran! Don’t be dumb. You wanna get beat up too?’


Pav is shaking his head.


The bell goes and the crowd starts to break up.


Taylor and Jordan are laughing to each other as they walk off.


Si and Pav head towards science.


As I pass the cage, I watch the boy pick himself up and dust himself down.


The side of his face is grazed.


As he puts on his bag he looks at me through the mesh. I nod.


He mouths two words.


       Piss off.









Form Room.


Before Miss arrives


it’s always pure chaos with


everyone shouting and laughing and


playing table football with


pennies and


stealing pencil cases and calling


each other dickhead and


giving slaps and


in the middle of it all there’s


this one girl with


short black


hair and a round face called Michelle who


always sits


by herself


reading comics


like she’s in a silent


bubble of total calm that


nobody else


can burst









Cola cubes.


Emile is talking to a really pretty sixth former.


She has big eyes and holds her folders next to her chest.


I’m nervous as I approach them. It’s not the school gates and I know the rules.


Emile sees me. ‘Here he is!’


His top half is uniform, bottom half football kit. ‘What kept you?’


He’s playing the caring older brother.


‘I’m Milly’, she says. I freeze. She’s even prettier close up. Her cheeks are round and she has tiny diamond studs in her ears. Emile slaps my shoulder.


‘This is Ferran. He’s brand new’.


Milly tilts her head. ‘He’s a cutey’.


I nearly wet myself.


‘Cuter than me?’ says Emile. They share a smile and start towards the gates.


I check my trousers and walk after them.


We cross the road to walk in the sun.


They’re talking about Emile leaving school at the end of the year to go to the fancy sixth form. Milly is teasing him about thinking he’s better than everyone else.


Emile is pretending he doesn’t. He tells her she looks like Donna from Twin Peaks. She doesn’t know who that is. There might be a party happening. I can’t hear where or when.


Milly has cola cubes.


She offers me one and I accidentally take two.


She doesn’t notice.


She keeps asking to touch Emile’s hair.


[image: A pencil sketch of a single football shoe is drawn on ruled paper. It is labelled FB 92.]


His laugh is different, but on purpose. Even though she’s older, he’s completely relaxed.


As we get to the corner by the high road, a car pulls up. It’s that dark metallic blue and only has two seats. Milly groans. Emile cuts me a look that says keep your mouth shut.


The driver’s window goes down. That Prodigy ‘Charly’ song is playing inside.


He doesn’t look much older than Emile. Skinny face with a thin dark moustache and a gold chain over his black t-shirt.


He taps his wrist. ‘Let’s go, Mill’.


Milly shrugs to Emile, ‘I better go’.


The guy stares as Milly walks round to the passenger side and gets in.


‘Still getting the bus, Burke?’ He laughs.


Emile doesn’t say anything. He looks like he’s holding his breath.


The guy looks at me. ‘Little Burke, is it?’ I’m scared, but I don’t look away.


‘Laters, kids’, then he revs the engine and they drive off.


Emile waits for them to be out of sight then gives the finger. ‘Who was that?’ I say.


Emile spits out his cola cube and volleys it into the road.


‘Forget this place’.


His steps are twice as fast as they were before.


I have to jog to keep up.









A Friend. (– means someone not speaking on purpose)



Did your Dad speak to you?


About what?


About me and him


No


Of course not


–


We’ve been talking


We heard. The whole street did


Oh


You’re leaving, right?


No! I’m not leaving


You’re moving out


Yes. I am. It’s for the best, for everyone


–


Is that a new poster?


No


Oh


–


It’s been coming for a while, love


Yeah


–


Where will you go?


To a friend’s place, for a little bit. I won’t be far


A friend?


–


–


What do you think?


About what?


Ferran


I don’t know. What am I supposed to think? What did Emile say?


Your brother said he understands


Right


It’s for the best


You said that


–


–


Is there anything you want to ask?


Like what?


Like anything


–


We love you both very much, me and your dad. Things just need to change.


Why?


People need to try and be happy, Ferran. Life is short


Are you not happy?


–


Are you having an affair?


My love


But you’re in love with someone else, right?


–


Who is he?


Ferran, it’s not that simple. I wish it were that simple. Relationships are complicated. People change. What people want changes.


Do you love Dad?


Of course I do. Your Dad and me will always love each other. In a way.


In a way that means you don’t really like each other


You’re a smart boy


–


My two smart boys


[image: A handwritten set of translations from French to English marked 8/8.]









Stocks.


A boy called Tyler in my year five class had parents who were divorced.


He always used to brag about having two birthdays and two Christmases.


The rest of us used to say that we hoped our parents split up too. That it would be worth it for the extra presents.


We weren’t really thinking


about what we were saying.


You say a lot of stupid stuff in juniors.









And Rising.


‘I know you’re pissed off with me’


We’re driving back from the chippy. I’ve got the hot paper bag in my lap.


Dad’s put the De La Soul album on. He thinks it’s my favourite.


‘Come on, say your piece’, he says, like I’m some old buddy he grew up with.


I stare out of my window. The smell of salt and vinegar.


We’ve had take away every night for a week. Mom would be furious.


‘Fine’, he says, ‘Your brother won’t speak to me either’.


We turn onto our road.
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