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Advance praise for One for Sorrow, Two for Joy


 


‘While One for Sorrow, Two for Joy begins as a gut-wrenching portrait of injustice and abuse, it is a triumphant ode to resilience, friendship and love. Marie-Claire’s spare writing sparkles, reminiscent of Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus. You will both cry and laugh. A brave, unforgettable debut.’


Bisi Adjapon, author of The Teller of Secrets


 


‘One for Sorrow, Two for Joy is a vivid, deeply felt exploration of intergenerational trauma, the complexities of family and the redemptive power of friendship. Stella is an utterly unique heroine who you’ll find yourself rooting for from page one.’


Angela Chadwick, author of XX


 


‘Wow! One for Sorrow, Two for Joy is an evocative and gorgeously narrated story that broke my heart and stitched it back together again even stronger by the end. I laughed and cried and hurt and healed in the course of reading Stella’s deeply felt story. Absorbing and compelling, [it] brilliantly illuminates the courage and resiliency it takes to put back together a life crushed from a young age. The palpable tension on every page and the narrator’s sweetness and utterly enchanting voice, even when describing the most egregious circumstances, make this an absolutely unmissable winner! Intense and beautiful and heartbreaking!’


Buki Papillon, author of An Ordinary Wonder


 


‘Brilliant. I loved it! One for Sorrow, Two for Joy is a rollercoaster of emotions throughout. I loved how the writing grew as Stella did. From the jump I felt invested and protective of Stella and all the Stellas out there! I got lost in it and couldn’t put it down. Here’s to resilience and friendship!’ 


Jamz Supernova, BBC Radio 1Xtra DJ


 


‘A beautiful, brave and deeply moving debut that explores the complexities of intergenerational trauma, belonging and love through a tender yet powerful voice. In One for Sorrow, Two for Joy, Amuah has crafted an important and sweeping story with skill and compassion. Stella, as well as her friends and family, will stay with me for a long time.’


Sussie Anie, author of To Fill a Yellow House
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In loving memory of Charlotte May Franklin










Keep smiling, keep shining


Knowing you can always count on me, for sure


That’s what friends are for


For good times and bad times


I’ll be on your side forever more


That’s what friends are for


‘That’s What Friends Are For’


performed by Dionne Warwick










Magpies


There is a poem about magpies.


No one can hear it if you say it or shout it or scream it.


In your head.


 


One for sorrow


Two for joy


Three for a girl


Four for a boy


Five for silver


Six for gold


Seven for a secret never to be told


Eight for a wish


Nine for a kiss


Ten for a bird


You must not miss.


 


I did not know what it looked like. Before.


The Magpie.


 


Now.


 


I can hear it. Before I see it.


In my peripheral vision.


 


A Magpie.


 


Look up. On top of a chimney. A satellite dish. Perched on a tree. Mid-flight. Telephone wire. Pylon. Branch. Landing.


Look right.


 


A Magpie.


 


Straight ahead. On the platform. Pavement. Grass. In the distance. A field. Roaming. Free.


Look left.


 


A Magpie.


 


One Magpie. Two.


One.


One.


 


One Magpie.


 


Looking at me.


Staring. At me.


 


When I see a magpie, I know that something bad is going to happen. My heart starts to race and my body becomes tense because I don’t know how bad the bad thing is going to be. I could fall off a bridge in a bus and burst into flames. Or a tiger could escape from the zoo and chase me. If I stop running, the tiger could kill me. Or I could basically just die. I imagine all the bad things that could happen so I can prepare. It makes my skin tingle and my mouth go dry. Sometimes I even forget to breathe.


I am always looking. Always ready. Always waiting.


To see. And to count.


 


One for sorrow.


One for sorrow.


One for sorrow.










Touch Wood










The Master of Ceremonies


My dad is like Lenny Henry. He is always making people laugh. When we go to functions, he talks on the microphone and tells people when to clap and dance and eat from the buffet. People call him ‘the MC’. To be an MC you have to know everyone at the party and sit on the high table. The high table is decorated with decorations that make you say ‘wow’ when you see them for the first time. You can only sit on the high table if you are really important. My mum sits on the high table because she is the wife of the MC.


My mum always wears lace cloth and red lipstick when she sits on the high table. She has her hair done by Auntie Joyce, with the spray that makes the picky bits lie down. I like to help my mum choose the best matching shoes and handbag to wear with her lace. I like it when she wears the colours that make you look twice, like bright orange shoes with sparkly crystals and green lace. My dad wears the same tuxedo he wore when he married my mum. I wasn’t born then.


When my dad is getting ready to be the MC, nobody can be in the bathroom when it’s his turn to go. Nobody just means me and my mum. If you want to test him, you can try, boolu. If you’ve used the bathroom first, you should fill the bucket with water for him out of respect. And, if you have done something stinking in the toilet, you should use your common sense to open the window, ‘were you born with no brains?’ By the time my dad comes out of the bathroom, we have to be ready. The worst thing to do is make him late because the MC can never be late to the function. My dad is always sweating when he comes out of the bath. It’s because he can never have peace in his own house. When he is ready, we get in the car and drive to the hall.


 


I couldn’t watch Gladiators on Saturday because it was Auntie Baaba’s birthday party and my dad was the MC. I like Auntie Baaba because she always bakes cakes and brings me pyjamas and Polly Pockets when she comes to visit. Auntie Baaba is my pretend auntie. That means she’s not actually my mum’s sister or my dad’s sister, but she is still my auntie. Sometimes we go to Auntie Baaba’s house for sleepovers, especially when my dad’s blood is boiling. Auntie Baaba lives in a place called Woodford. It’s really far away and it takes a long time to drive there. When we arrive, it smells of nutmeg and cinnamon.


 


It’s only me and my mum that can make my dad’s blood boil.


 


My mum says I should wear my purple dress for the party. It has puffy sleeves and white polka dots and a skirt like a tutu. I get ready so quickly because my mum has already done my hair in my favourite cornrow style. All I need to do is wear my dress, and just before we leave, my shiny black shoes. My mum tells me to wear my school socks because they are white and they match my dress. She even sprays me with her perfume so we both smell like beautiful flowers. Before we go, I just need to see Wolf and Shadow run up The Wall after the referee says, ‘Contestants, you will go on my first whistle! Gladiators, you will go on my second whistle!’ And I really need to see Jet and Lightning do cartwheels on the podium before they do The Duel. Jet is my favourite Gladiator.


I touch wood three times so that my dad will tear his tuxedo or get shoe polish on his white shirt. He might even lose one of his shoes. When I hear him shout from the front door that we better not make him late, I run to the car. I make the sign of the cross three times as soon as my seatbelt is on and blink when I say ‘Amen’. That’s like saying ‘pretty please’ to God so He knows that you really need that thing to happen. I hope the car will not start and that my dad will have to call Uncle Papafio to pick us up. By the time Uncle Papafio arrives, I will have watched Gladiators almost to the end.


 


It doesn’t work this time.


 


My dad puts on the Ghanaian radio station as we drive to the hall. The station crackles with every song and the DJ shouts at us when he speaks. Sometimes, when he gets to the top of his shouting, the DJ blows a horn that is supposed to make everyone feel like they are at a party. My dad thinks the DJ is so funny but his shouting voice hurts my ears.


I am singing the funfair song from Grease in my head so I don’t have to listen to the DJ or my dad’s laugh. I have watched Grease twelve times now, so I know all the words. The first time I saw Danny and Sandy and Rizzo and Kenickie, I knew I would have to learn all the words off by heart. My dad’s laugh is like the laugh of someone you don’t really know that well. I used the rewind and pause buttons on the remote so I could write them down.


 


We go together like bamalamalama kidinkydinky donk


Together forever like shubop shuwody woddy ippity binky bonk


 


It took me a long time to write down the words because a lot of them are words I’d never heard before. I had to listen to the video over and over again and do my best phonics to know how to spell them. When I finished, I was so happy, I felt like I was at the top of the Ferris wheel with Sandy and Danny.


When the DJ screams, ‘ “Adwoa Yankey”, coming up next!’ I think about me, my mum and Sol on the carousel at Brockwell Park funfair. Sol is my brother. His real name is Solomon, but my mum and dad call him Solo for short. If you come from Ghana, you will probably say his name like this, ‘Sol-lo’. When Solomon meets someone for the first time, he will say, ‘Hi, my name is Sol.’ I think he knows how hard it is for white people to say ‘Sol-lo’ and he doesn’t like it when they call him ‘So-low’ because that’s not how you say it. I call him Sol. Sol was two when I was born but now he is in Year 6. He is wearing a white shirt and black trousers to the party, like my dad, but with a blue bow tie instead of a black one. Blue is my favourite colour.


I don’t think the shouting DJ is hurting Sol’s ears as much as he is hurting mine. When Sol asks my dad who is playing football today, my dad says Crystal Palace and Birmingham. Sol says Crystal Palace are going to beat Birmingham 3–2. My dad looks at him when the lights go red and says, ‘You wanna bet, son?’


Sol will bet £100 and his season ticket that Crystal Palace are going to win. When he says that, it makes my dad laugh with his belly and his teeth. Even if Crystal Palace lose, my dad will still take Sol with him to watch Crystal Palace play at home or away. I think that’s why they are both laughing. Whenever my dad talks to Sol, he calls him ‘son’ and smiles.


My dad changes the radio station to BBC Sports to listen to the football. I prefer it when I don’t have to listen to the shouting DJ any more but now the people talking over the football shout every time they think someone is going to score a goal. I know that my mum doesn’t like the shouting DJ or the football station either but she doesn’t ask my dad if we can change the station. My mum doesn’t say anything until we get to the party. We just let my dad and the DJ and the football men do all the talking.


 


When we arrive at the party, we smile like it is Christmas. The balloons in the hall are lilac and silver and gold. They match Auntie Baaba’s dress, which is shinier than all the Christmas tree decorations you can buy from Argos. Me and Sol sit on the children’s table and clap when our dad tells everyone to ‘give the birthday girl a run-of-a-plaus!’ Auntie Baaba dances around the tables in the hall before she sits on the gold chair that looks like a throne.


When Auntie Baaba makes her entrance, lots of aunties leave their tables to dance behind her like a human centipede. Some people have handkerchiefs in their hands. When Auntie Baaba passes their table, they wave their hankies like they are trying to kill a fly on her shoulder. Their smiles are really big because everyone is happy to be at the function. Auntie Baaba’s smile is the biggest one of all. When she passes the children’s table, Auntie Baaba hugs me to her waist and we do the same big smile to each other. Auntie Baaba holds my hand until we get to the next table. When she lets go, she waves her hands in the air like a windshield wiper and everybody waves back at her with their hankies and their hands. I watch as Auntie Baaba dances to the throne on the high table. When she gets there, my dad says, ‘Let’s hear it one more time for the birthday girl!’ The DJ plays ‘Happy Birthday’ by the man who is always wearing sunglasses when he plays the piano. And Sol makes the children at the children’s table cheer when he does the moonwalk. Sol can do the moonwalk because my dad bought him special black trainers with silver buckles so he could have magic in his feet like Michael Jackson. They are called LA Gear. That’s why Sol is so good at dancing.


 


Nobody knows that when my dad gets angry, it is like lightning and thunder and hailstones.










Coral


I picked the first video tape I could find because I wanted to press record before Blanche sang ‘Rydell High’ over the tannoy. I wouldn’t have recorded over my brother’s christening tape on purpose. At least not the bit where the priest makes him cry by putting cold water all over his big black hair. That priest must not have known how long it takes my mum to wash and dry and comb our hair. Or even that she moisturises our scalp and our hair with green DAX to make it soft and shiny. If he did, I don’t think he would have done that to Sol. I wanted to sing with the Pink Ladies but I couldn’t find my video anywhere. I wrote my name on the sticky label between the ribbons that whizz in the machine when you press rewind. I love Rizzo so much, she’s my favourite. The videos on the TV stand were lined up like soldiers. I took them out one at a time to look for my label. I looked between the cushions of the sofa and even underneath where the mice come from. I looked inside my head to remember the last time I watched it. I looked inside the video player and stuck my whole hand inside. It was empty. I scratched my hand on the inside parts of the video player as I took it out. The scratches made my skin go grey.


I asked my mum if she had seen my video. She was in the kitchen putting onions and tomatoes in the blender. She didn’t let me finish my question before she said, ‘I don’t know, Stella.’ That’s when my skin started to go prickly and my chest started to hurt. Nothing felt good after that. When I went to bed, I made the sign of the cross three times and blinked hard when I said ‘Amen’. I really hoped that God would help me find my video in the morning. When I went to sleep, I dreamed that Kenickie sang ‘Beauty School Dropout’ to me and at the end we did a French kiss. When I opened my eyes in the morning, they were still wet with tears.


I feel bad that I didn’t cry as much when my mum told me that I was going to have a baby sister and she just never came. Sol wanted a baby brother. They were going to play football and Nintendo together and watch Crystal Palace play at Selhurst with my dad. I was going to be piggy in the middle and they were going to tickle me so much that I would have to say ‘mercy’. I wanted a baby sister. She was going to be Sandy and I would be Rizzo. But the baby got a phone call from God and disappeared without even coming to meet us. When God wants people to come and see Him, He calls them and they basically just have to go, forever. Sometimes, they don’t even get a chance to say goodbye to their family and friends, or hello, like my baby sister. I asked my mum if we could call her Coral because I really like that name. My mum said she liked it too but when her tummy went from being big and swollen to soft and saggy, we never spoke about Coral again.


I wonder what Coral and God are doing right now. I think they are probably reading or watching TV. Coral’s favourite books are probably The Very Hungry Caterpillar and The Tiger Who Came to Tea. I think her favourite thing to watch is CBeebies. I want to tell God so He knows, but I don’t want to speak to Him on the phone in case He wants me to go and see Him before I start Year 5.


 


After God called Coral, my mum stopped being able to do mum things. She would wake up crying and go to sleep crying. She wore black clothes for a very long time and when her friends came over from church, my mum wailed and wailed and wailed. The wailing shook my bones and made them hum. If I was wearing a T-shirt when it started, I would put on a jumper so the sound couldn’t get through to my bones. I didn’t know if the wailing could get trapped in my body once it got inside. I think it was so strong that it broke my mum’s heart from two pieces into four.


 


I asked my mum why Ghanaian people like to have more parties for dead people than for people who are still alive. She told me to wear my headscarf and go to sleep. I lay awake thinking about my funeral. It made me excited to think that everyone would come to my house just because I wasn’t there any more. There would be so many crates of Supermalt in the hallway and people would bring soft drinks, meat pies and achomo. I would look down from heaven and watch them like TV on Earth. It made me happy to think that all my family and friends would sit in the living room and say nice things about me over and over again. Maybe my dad would join in too. I think Sol would cry if he thought he would never be able to see me again. My mum would cry too.


Before God calls me, I would just like to ask my mum if she can make me one last jollof rice with spinach stew and plantain. I like it when the plantain is fried until it’s almost black. It looks like it’s burnt but it’s actually delicious. I wonder if there is a kitchen in heaven for every country so that the Italian people can eat pasta, the Indian people can eat curry and the Chinese people can eat special fried rice? I think God would probably have thought about that. What if, one day, someone from Ghana wants to eat spaghetti bolognese? I hope you can go over to the Italian kitchen just to get that, or some macaroni cheese.


When I die, I don’t want my mum to wear black like she did for Coral. I want her to wear pink like Rizzo and the Pink Ladies in Grease.










Wild Tiger


‘Honour thy mother and thy father so thy days may be long!’


 


On Ash Wednesday, when I was getting ready for school, my dad shouted at me so loudly it hurt my ears. I tried to remember which words I shouldn’t have said but he was already charging across the living room towards me and there wasn’t enough time. I just heard ringing in my ears after that.


My dad used to iron my school uniform, but now that I am nine years old and ‘in-so-lent’, he says I can do it myself. Sol is not ‘in-so-lent’, so my dad still irons his uniform, even though Sol is in Year 6. When he wakes up, Sol just has to brush his teeth and wash his face and cream himself with cocoa butter. My dad hangs Sol’s uniform on a hanger so it doesn’t crease. Sometimes I have to wait for him to finish ironing Sol’s uniform before I can do mine. I like the hissing noise the iron makes when you pour water through its nose and it makes hot clouds. If I take too long, I will make everyone late and my dad will leave me at home, boolu. If I go too fast, the iron could burn me. It burnt me once on my wrist and made my skin sizzle, like when my mum puts bacon in the frying pan.


When I was three years old, my dad lifted me onto his shoulders and I almost touched the sky. That is the first thing I remember about being alive. We had to write about it at school: My First Memory.


 


In six steps: slow fast slow, the sky is brown. My dad’s fists take turns to punch my head. My mouth is screaming. The words I scream are not the words a Ghanaian child should say to her father. I must be ‘craze’, my dad tells me. Boolu! I close my eyes and imagine that he is playing the bongo drums with his fists. My dad plays the drums all over my body because I can’t keep still. I wriggle the parts of my body that are free and dance to the rhythm of the beat. I hope that one day in hymn practice, Mr Hill will let us sing ‘Tears on My Pillow’ from Grease.


The percussion only stops when my mum runs into the living room with toothpaste around her mouth. Her tears rinse the toothpaste from her lips and make a white waterfall down her chin. My mum asks my dad to stop beating me because I have to go to school. I don’t even know where Sol is. I am dancing on the carpet on my side when my mum says, ‘Please, please, please stop beating her.’ I pretend that I am at the school dance at Rydell High. I hope Kenickie will dance with me – or Danny, I don’t mind. Nothing even hurts.


‘Okay. We will continue when you are back from school,’ my dad says.


 


In the car, Sol is quiet. He doesn’t try to make me believe there is bird poo in my hair or a spider on my back. He doesn’t even talk to my dad about Crystal Palace or Pelé, the greatest footballer of all time. I am happy that the Ghanaian radio station is crackling and that the DJ is laughing loudly at his own jokes again. My eyes are stinging but I don’t want my blinking to make a sound. If I look in the rear-view mirror, I think they will be almost swollen shut, but I don’t want to look, in case I see my dad.


When I see Miss Wilks in the playground, everything starts to hurt. My eyes are blinking really fast. I can hear them in my ears.


‘What’s the matter, sweetheart?’


When she cuddles me, I shake like Sandy’s pompoms.


In class, I don’t put my hand up to answer Miss Wilks’s questions because ants are crawling all over me and they won’t let me think. I don’t know whether the ants are inside my head or on top of my head, or both. When I touch my head to make them stop, my arm is sore and tired. It’s even hard to do my best handwriting. My mum says that black children don’t get nits but she didn’t say if they can get ants. I want to ask Miss Wilks if she will save me, but if my dad finds out, he will be like a wild tiger that has escaped from the zoo. I think he will chase me until I can’t breathe, and my legs stop working. Strangers are not your family, so you have to be careful what you tell them.


At the end of the day, I want to go to Miss Wilks’s house, but I can see my dad’s car from the school gates. He is waiting.


 


In the car, I am still and quiet. Sol is looking through the X-Men cards that he traded with Theo at playtime. My dad asks Sol about his day. Sol says his day was good because he had chicken nuggets and chips with ketchup for lunch and he played football with Theo at break time. I accidentally look at my dad in the mirror. He is staring at me. My eyes are starting to sting again. I am really tired but I am also wide awake. I look at my shoes so that my dad will stop staring at me. I don’t know if it is working. I hope that my mum will be home from work before us.


The handbrake makes a cracking sound when my dad parks the car. I think he has broken it. My mum drives a silver Toyota car. There are four silver cars on our road but none of them is hers. I look up and down three times to check. My mum is not home. And there is no wood to touch in the car. I make the sign of the cross three times and blink so hard that I can see Jupiter and Mars and Pluto behind my eyelids when I say ‘Amen’. I ask God to please let my mum come home before my dad locks the car. He takes out his door keys but she is still not home. When I get to the front door my legs feel like jelly.


If I wash the dishes really quietly, my dad might forget what he said in the morning. My dad can’t wash dishes because he is tired when he comes home from work, so he needs to relax and watch TV. Washing dishes isn’t his job anyway. I open the hot tap and let the water run before I fill the bowl. It feels better when I make the water really hot, like it’s from the kettle. It makes the shaking move from my head to my hands. I put lots of Fairy Liquid in the bowl to make bubbles. If you look closely, you can see tiny rainbows inside them. When I hear my dad come into the kitchen, my tummy turns upside down. The ants are back. There are hundreds of them.


 


‘Do you know that you are in-so-lent?’


I don’t know what ‘in-so-lent’ means. I should have asked Miss Wilks or looked in the dictionary like she taught us.


I practise an answer in my head:


Yes, Daddy. I know that I am insolent. I am sorry.


No, Daddy. I do not know that I am insolent. I am sorry.


I don’t know the right answer.


 


He is going to explode like a firework.


I look at the ceiling. The bulb is flickering and a fly is flying in circles around it. I wish I could see the sky.


 


‘Do you know that you are in-so-lent?’


When he asks the second time, I want to explain that the only thing I know are the words to the funfair song at the end of Grease. I know them off by heart. I know that my dad loved me once too. There is a photograph of him carrying me on his shoulders at Auntie Baaba’s wedding. I am wearing a puffy peach dress and carrying flowers. My dad is wearing a suit and tie. My flowers are peach and yellow and white. In the photograph, my dad is smiling. I was three years old.


When I look up again, it is raining hot water from the washing up bowl. Hot water, palm oil and soggy spinach. The hot water feels like fire on my skin. I think it is going to melt me. I can’t move. I am stuck to the floor like wax from a candle. My dad holds the bowl in his hand when there is no more dirty water left to pour. The washing up bowl is grey.


‘Insolent child.’


 


I fall twice as I run.


I run as if there is a tiger behind me that has escaped from the zoo.


The tiger is chasing me.


If he catches me, he will kill me with his claws and his teeth.


My eyes are stinging.


I am blinking so hard.


 


There is spinach in my hair.










The Best Girls


In Miss Wilks’s class, the best girls are: me, Chloe, Ruby and Zofia. That means we are the most hard-working, polite and helpful girls in Class 4. There are thirty children in my class. And everyone has a square table made of wood with a lid that hides a place where you can keep your exercise books and your pencil case. Miss Wilks’s desk is a rectangle, and it has three metal drawers that slide out one at a time. They have green folders inside and so many books that I don’t think she could carry them all by herself even though she is very strong. That’s why me, Chloe, Ruby and Zofia sit closest to Miss Wilks, because we are her best helpers. Miss Wilks gives us jobs to do because we pay attention in class and finish our work quickly and quietly. We get stickers and stars for doing good work because we hardly ever make mistakes. I have to wear a yellow badge on my tie that says ‘prefect’ because I set a good example for the rest of the class. My dad has never asked me about my ‘prefect’ badge, but my mum says she is really proud of me.


Miss Wilks sits at the front of the class so she can see who is being good and who is being bad. She always writes the date at the top of the blackboard because every time we do a new piece of work, we have to write the day, month and year in the top right-hand corner of our exercise books. After the last break before home time, the hands on the clock above the blackboard move really fast. That’s how I know my dad will soon be waiting outside in the car to pick us up. If Miss Wilks forgets to wipe the chalk from the blackboard, I always wipe it for her so it is clean for the next day.


I wish we could wear pink jackets at school, like the Pink Ladies from Grease, but because we go to Sacred Heart, we have to wear a school uniform. If you go to Sacred Heart, you basically have to wear a white shirt, a navy blue jumper and a grey skirt in winter with a navy blue and white and yellow striped tie. That’s if you are a girl. In the summer, we wear blue and white checked dresses. The boys wear grey shorts in the summer and grey trousers in the winter. Our jumpers have a badge that tells everybody who sees us that we go to Sacred Heart Roman Catholic Primary School in Brixton. There are so many lines in our skirts that have to be folded and ironed so you can be as neat as possible. When my dad ironed my uniform, he used to make the lines really neat and tidy. It’s hard for me to iron my skirt the same way my dad used to. That’s because it’s really hard for children to know how to iron exactly on the lines. If we were allowed to dress up like the Pink Ladies, we could wear black trousers and a black T-shirt with a pink jacket that says ‘Pink Ladies’ on the back. We could even wear sunglasses and any shoes we wanted, like high heels. Miss Wilks could be Rizzo and I would be Sandy, even though I’ve got short hair and it’s always in cornrows.


 


When we have a supply teacher, she never knows how to say Saoirse’s name when she is taking the register. Saoirse is from Ireland. We have to tell the teacher, ‘It’s Seer-sha,’ otherwise Thomas and Tolu and Tyrese will never be able to say ‘yes, Miss’. We have to be really kind to Saoirse, especially if she’s sad, because she is in foster care. Saoirse has an older brother but she hardly ever gets to see him because he is in another foster home and he goes to a different school. Saoirse can’t be a Pink Lady because she doesn’t always know the answers to the questions that me, Chloe, Ruby and Zofia know, but Miss Wilks still calls her ‘sweetheart’. Saoirse never has to see her mum again if she doesn’t want to, but only Miss Wilks knows why.


When Saoirse gets told off for swearing in the playground, Mrs Giannino tells her, ‘I wash-a your mouth-a out-a with soap, you un-astan!’ Saoirse says she doesn’t care. Her tie is not tied properly, and her top button is missing. I am worried that Mrs Giannino is going to strangle Saoirse before they get to the sink. I am not allowed to follow them inside because it isn’t wet play and I haven’t done anything wrong. Mrs Giannino is a helper in the playground. She is from Italy. When she is feeling kind, Mrs Giannino gives Saoirse a carton of milk at break time even though she doesn’t pay for it. I wish Saoirse would stop talking back to Mrs Giannino. And I wish Mrs Giannino would not be cross with Saoirse anymore so she can give her a bath with lots of bubbles instead.


 


One day, when we come back to class after a fire drill, someone has written ‘S-E-X’ on the blackboard in green chalk. It’s Cyril. I know it is. He is laughing at the back of the class with Spencer and his hands are dirty. Cyril is always doing bad things like that. He never sits still in class and he makes Miss Wilks cross at least once every day. She is really cross when she sees the rude word on the board. That is not the type of behaviour she expects from Class 4. When Miss Wilks asks, ‘Who is responsible for this?’ I put my hand up to tell her that it was Cyril. That is why he has to go to Mr Whiteland’s office.


 


Mr Whiteland is the headmaster. He is seriously scary and I don’t think he likes children. Mr Whiteland has a really red face and he walks with a limp. His neck looks like it is being strangled by his tie and there are always white spots of dandruff on his suit jacket. I never want to go to Mr Whiteland’s office because that means you are in serious trouble. Your mum or dad might get called into the school or you could even get suspended. Once Cyril was so bad that Mr Whiteland smacked him on his bum in assembly – in front of the whole school. When Mr Whiteland can’t hear, everyone calls him Mr Tomato Face. Cyril didn’t even cry.


In another assembly, as soon as we finish the Hail Mary, Mr Whiteland says, ‘At Sacred Heart, we do not wear Christmas tree decorations in our hair!’ Sol doesn’t know why Mr Whiteland said ‘we’, because his head is like a shiny egg and he couldn’t wear hair clips even if it was Christmas. Mr Whiteland says the word ‘not’ really loudly. It makes me jump even though I am sitting cross-legged on the floor. Mr Whiteland makes everyone turn around and look at Shereen’s twists. Her mum puts yellow and green beads at the ends which make her sound like a rain maker when she moves her head. I don’t think Shereen looks like a Christmas tree, but I am going to make sure my mum never puts beads in my hair. Sometimes, in assembly, everyone has to say ‘Sacred Heart School is a very special school’ at the same time, like it’s a prayer or something.


‘In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.’


 


When Shereen’s mum hears what Mr Whiteland said to her, she calls him a ‘bomb-o-claat’. That is a really bad Jamaican word. Shereen’s mum says the next time she sees Mr Whiteland, she is going to ‘run him down’. Shereen tells everyone that her mum is ‘proper vex’ the next day in the playground.


Sol told me that Charlene wore gold hoop earrings to school once and Mr Whiteland made her take them off and give them to him in the playground. They weren’t even that big. Mr Whiteland put them in his pocket and told Charlene that if she wanted them back, her mum would have to come to his office and see him. Charlene was crying for the rest of playtime because her granny gave her those earrings for her birthday and she lives in Jamaica. Mr Whiteland found Charlene’s mum in her car at the end of the day and started shouting at her as if she was in Class 2, ‘Plain studs only!’ All the other parents heard and turned around to look. Mr Whiteland was being so rude that Charlene’s mum used the electric button to wind the car window up. Mr Whiteland’s face went seriously red because there was nothing he could even do. Charlene is in Sol’s class. Sol thinks Mr Whiteland is scared of the Jamaican mums, especially when they speak Patois.


I know that when the Ofsted people come to do their inspection, Mr Whiteland will choose me and Chloe and Ruby and Zofia to be the ambassadors of our class. That week everybody will have to be on their best behaviour, especially Cyril. And Shereen better not wear Christmas tree decorations in her hair. Mr Whiteland says our parents are only allowed to speak English in the playground when they come to collect us. I think he will be patrolling after school. He wants nothing less than an ‘outstanding’ report and everyone has to play their part.


 


Sometimes, when we are at home, Sol pretends to be Mr Whiteland. He walks around the living room with a pretend limp and says things like, ‘We do not eat fufu with a spoon in this house, we eat it with our hands!’ When he says the last word, he puffs out his cheeks and makes his eyes go really wide as if he is going to explode. Then he puts his hands on his hips, leans forward on his tiptoes and pretends to be cross-eyed. That’s when we roll around on the floor laughing until our stomachs hurt – or my mum says, ‘Stella, Sol, come and get your dinner.’ Or my dad comes into the room.


Sol is always making people laugh, especially my dad. My dad laughs so much when Sol sips his Guinness and then pretends he can’t walk in a straight line. Sol always says, ‘I thought it was Coke, Dad!’ My dad laughs even harder and lets Sol have two more sips. Sol even makes my mum laugh. Sometimes, when we are eating, Sol pretends that he has swallowed a whole peppeh and that his mouth is on fire. My mum gets really worried when Sol starts spluttering and choking. She rushes to the kitchen to get him water. When she comes back, she pats him on his back and says, ‘Solo, are you okay? Solo? Solo?’ When my mum remembers that she didn’t leave a whole peppeh in the stew, Sol throws his head back and laughs like a clown. My mum smiles and shakes her head and tells Solo not to be so silly.


The only time my mum told me not to be silly is when she saw me giving Sol cornflakes from a bowl, and heard me say, ‘Body of Christ’. Instead of saying ‘Amen’, Sol sang it, the way the priest does when he says the Latin mass. My mum told me to put the cornflakes back in the cereal box immediately. ‘Transubstantiation is not a thing to be mocked.’


 


At parents’ evening, Miss Wilks says that I make her proud every single day. I smile so much I feel like the sunshine. Miss Wilks tells my mum that I am ‘an exemplary student’ and ‘a joy to teach’. ‘Exemplary’ means when you are the best at something and the teacher wishes that all the other children in the class were just like you. My mum’s smile shines when Miss Wilks says that. I wonder if she will let me go and live with her now. My dad didn’t come to my parents’ evening even though he went to Sol’s. I don’t really mind because I don’t think he would have believed all the good things Miss Wilks said about me. And he would probably have called her a ‘damn liar’.


The best thing about having a square desk made from wood next to Miss Wilks’s desk is that I can touch it three times before I go home every day and no one can even see me. It is the last day of term and I am not going to see Miss Wilks for six weeks. When I come back to school in September, I will be in Year 5. I don’t know if there are wooden desks in Miss Montague’s class, I really hope so.


I make Miss Wilks a card and draw both of us on the front cover, holding hands. We are dressed like the Pink Ladies. Miss Wilks is wearing pink lipstick and yellow hoop earrings. I draw love hearts on the border and keep all my colouring in the lines. At the end of the day, Miss Wilks kisses my forehead and tells me not to cry. She gives me a blue stone from her desk. It is shaped like a heart. I know that I will keep it forever. I want to tell Miss Wilks that I love her more than anyone else in the world.










Wrestling


The worst part of my day is the time between when my dad picks me up from school and my mum gets home from work. That’s the time when anything can happen, something bad. That’s the time when I could maybe even die.


The reason my dad picks me and Sol up from school is because my mum sometimes works nights, so she has to rest during the day. If my mum works a day shift, she won’t finish work in time to get to my school before the caretaker locks the gates. That means she can never come to my school assemblies, not even the Nativity play. Last year I played the angel Gabriel. I had to wear a white tunic and angel wings with a halo made from gold tinsel. When I told Mary that she was going to have a baby boy, I projected my voice to the back of the hall like Miss Wilks taught us to. I wish my mum wasn’t working days that day.


My mum is a Ward Sister at St Thomas’ Hospital. She works in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit and looks after tiny babies who were born before they were supposed to be. My mum calls it the ‘NICU’ because Neonatal Intensive Care Unit takes too long to say. If you are born before your birthday, you are called ‘premature’. My mum just shortens it to ‘preemie’ because she doesn’t have enough time to be saying ‘premature’ all the time. My mum helps the doctors look after the tiny babies and run the ward. She has to keep the babies alive and make them better so they can go home. That means my mum has to know what all the sounds in the NICU mean because there are so many machines to help the babies eat and stay warm and even breathe. The machines don’t stop beeping even when it’s night time.


Babies don’t really open their eyes much when they are preemies. They basically spend all their time sleeping and trying to stay alive. Sometimes if a baby is really premature, her mum has to go home without her at night time and come back to the hospital to see her during the day. My mum and the other nurses look after the baby so her mum doesn’t have to worry about her when she goes home. Sometimes the preemies are so tiny, their skin is almost see-through. They weigh less than a bag of sugar and can practically fit in my mum’s hand. Those babies need very special care because they are ‘high-risk’.


My mum always talks to the babies when she is looking after them so they know she cares about them and that they are not alone. My mum normally works a twelve-hour shift, which means she starts work at 7am and finishes at 7pm. She doesn’t get to sit down during her shift, not once. Not even when she is working a night shift, because she has so many things to do to keep the babies alive and to keep the ward running. Everyone relies on her, especially the other nurses and the doctors and the babies – especially the babies. If my mum was ill, for just one day, the NICU would come to a standstill. I don’t think Coral ever went to NICU. When my mum comes home from work, she is really, really tired.


 


In March, my mum had to pick me and Sol up from school because my dad was in Ghana. One day, she was so late that she had to collect us from the reception area – even though she had swapped shifts with another nurse so she could leave work early. When we were waiting, it tasted like vinegar in my mouth because I thought my mum had forgotten us. Mr Whiteland was really cross with me and Sol. When she arrived, he told my mum that he is a headteacher – not a babysitter – and that he has a home to go to as well. I touched the receptionist’s desk three times because I didn’t want Mr Whiteland to shout at my mum as if she was in Class 2. The receptionist’s desk is made from wood.


 


My dad works at KPS Autos in Brixton, ‘Servicing. MOTs. Tyres. Bodywork.’ It’s round the corner from our school, which means my dad can drop me and Sol off and not even be late to work – unless I have wasted everyone’s time in the morning. If my dad has to work late, he picks us up from school and takes us back to the garage to finish up. I don’t really like being at the garage because it’s dirty, and there is black oil everywhere – especially on my dad’s hands and blue overalls. I think the oil has stained his fingernails forever because it never comes off. The garage smells like the nozzle of the pump when we go to the petrol station and my mum says I can fill the tank.


My dad works with Uncle Papafio at the garage. Uncle Papafio looks like he is going to have a baby soon. Sometimes when we get to the garage, he is lying on his back looking up at the bottom of the car on a big skateboard. To sit up, Uncle Papafio has to roll onto his side and use his hands to push himself up so his stomach doesn’t pull him back down. When he stands up, Uncle Papafio is sweating and out of breath. He keeps a towel in his pocket and dries the sweat from his face while he catches his breath. Sol says that Uncle Papafio is the real-life Michelin man.


Sometimes, when we are at home, Sol pretends to be Uncle Papafio. He lies on the living room floor with a cushion under his T-shirt and rolls from side to side, breathing loudly and gasping for air. Every time Sol tries to get up, he falls on the floor with his arms and legs in the air like Krusty the Clown. Nobody helps him up because we are all laughing, especially my dad. He is holding his belly with one hand and his head with the other. My mum tells Sol, ‘That’s enough,’ and begs him to stop, but she is laughing too. Sol drags himself to the sofa and says, in Uncle Papafio’s deep voice, ‘Please, fetch me my towel and a Guinness, onu.’ Sol uses my dad’s handkerchief to dry pretend sweat from his forehead. When nobody brings him a Guinness, Sol finally stands up and says, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a “run-of-a-plaus” for Uncle Papafio!’ When she stops laughing, my mum tells Sol to put her cushion back where it belongs. My dad laughs until he looks like he is actually crying. Sol is the only person in my family who can make everyone else laugh at the same time.


At the garage, my dad teaches Sol about the different parts of the car. He says words like ‘crankshaft’ and ‘piston’ and ‘hydraulics’ but I don’t know what they mean. Most of the time, I just sit on a stool in the corner of the garage and read my book. My feet can’t touch the ground yet, but they will soon. There are plastic containers and lots of metal tools and parts in the garage but hardly any wood. So, I try to sit as still as possible and not make a sound until it’s time to go home. Once, my dad let Sol help him change a tyre.


I’ve read almost all the books on the Class 4 reading list and my teacher says when I finish, I can start reading books for Class 5. My mum says she is going to take me to the library in Brixton when she has some spare time. And I can choose some books to take out and read at home. I’ll even get a library card with my picture and my name on it. My dad has never asked me if I want to change a tyre but I don’t really mind because I don’t want to get oil on my hands or my school uniform.


 


The best thing about the summer holidays is that my mum doesn’t have to go to work for three whole weeks. That means if my dad grabs me by the neck of my shirt and slams me against the wardrobe in my bedroom one more time, she can try and help me.


 


My dad slams me into the wardrobe so hard that it makes the breath go out of my body. My chest goes really tight, as if I am on Uncle Papafio’s skateboard and there is a car on top of me. When my dad slams me down, it’s like we are playing WWF wrestling, but he doesn’t say ‘ready, steady, go’. My dad is The Undertaker. I don’t know which wrestler I am. I leave a crack in the wardrobe door because there are no wrestling rings to protect me. Sol doesn’t say anything when my dad is choke-slamming me. He could be the referee, but he never tells my dad to stop knocking me to the ground or throwing me across the room. You don’t even need a whistle to be a referee, you just need to be in the room. Sol is never in the room when my dad is beating me. My dad never beats Sol.


When you are eight years old, and from Ghana, you are not supposed to tell your dad that he is ‘wrong’ or that he shouldn’t do something because ‘it doesn’t make sense’. You are not supposed to say things like that, even if they are true. Because you are only a child and your dad is an adult. Who do you think you are? Do you think you came into this world by yourself? Boolu. You are always supposed to remember that and be grateful. Children must respect. That is why my dad is always saying, ‘Honour thy mother and thy father so thy days may be long.’ That is what it says in the Bible.


When you are ‘in-so-lent’, your dad can lift you off the ground and throw you back down like a rag doll. My dad is so strong, he can lift me up with one hand, like the Incredible Hulk. If I close my eyes when my feet are in the air, it feels like I am flying. When I come crashing down, I always land with a thud. Flat A downstairs might even think there is an earthquake happening. If my dad would let me stand up, I could sprinkle fairy dust on him, like Tinker Bell from Peter Pan. That might help him think happy thoughts. But I can’t stand up. I don’t know if my legs have stopped working or if my dad is just too good at wrestling.
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