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This is for all the kids and adults
out there who are struggling.

It’s OK not to be OK.




Prologue

BEFORE: Four Months Ago

‘Sadé,’ Mum says, popping her head through the crack of the open door. She’s wearing her favourite purple silk head scarf. ‘I’m feeling a bit better now. Do you want to take a walk down to Hope Garden Centre later?’

‘Yeah,’ I reply eagerly, nodding. ‘We can get peppermint tea there too.’

‘Mmhmm, my favourite! A peppermint tea would be wonderful.’ Mum’s laugh is breathy. ‘Your dad made me some food to eat. I’d better go downstairs.’

Once the door closes, I smile to myself because Mum is feeling better. She hasn’t been feeling good for weeks.

I lie back on my bed, close my eyes, and open them to the vibrant colours of my world, which are so bright, they almost blind me. The familiar sweet and salt popcorn smell drifts over the cliff, making my stomach grumble.

Wide lavender and orange lily ombré wings block out the bright light in front of me as Nix squawks in the air, circling before landing on the grass, crowd-surfing it, and bumping into me. It’s like virtual reality in my head!

‘Hey, Nix!’

Nix’s large dark-orange beak moves from side to side as she wheezily laughs in response, as if something’s permanently stuck in her throat. ‘You wanna play a game?’ I ask, rubbing the soft velvety lilac petals on her head.

Nix nods and runs to the opposite end of the cliff, taking flight towards the vivid, endless rainbow bubble sea. Rushing to the side of the cliff, I look at the steep slide embedded into the rocks.

‘You can do it,’ I whisper.

I sit down at the edge, flatten my arms, lie back and slide down. My eyes water at the sudden rush of wind and I dive right into the bubble sea. Some of the bubbles on the surface are as small as a two-pence coin and others are as huge as my friend Alfie’s Rottweiler, Pan. The bubbles pop around me and faint calming music plays in my ears as I float on the water and gaze up at the lilac sky.
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Nix flaps her wings quickly beside me, which means she’s ready to play. ‘OK, Nix,’ I say, laughing. ‘Let’s see who can burst the most bubbles.’

Her beak bursts a few bubbles before I’ve even had the chance to say ‘ready, steady, go’. I try to catch up. As the bubbles pop, multicoloured gas drifts into the air, shapeshifting into bubble sea creatures. A large crimson seahorse swims next to our heads, a cerulean crab rises and snaps its claws, and an emerald jellyfish bobs up and down on the surface of the water. After a few seconds, the creatures burst, leaving only wisps of colour behind.

Nix squawks in excitement and lowers herself down. I hop on to her back and cling on to her soft petals as she soars upwards. She cruises just below the lilac candy floss clouds. I pull down on the edge of the clouds as we pass, stuffing sweet candy floss into my mouth, causing a sugar rush through my system. Nix dives down and speeds over my world. From the air, the maze-like Gardens stand in the shape of a giant multicoloured rose.

I pat Nix on the head. ‘Down, please.’

Nix squawks and dives down, depositing me on the grass in front of three huge roses the size of footballs, where I sit cross-legged. The rapping roses. Savannah’s petals are butter-yellow with white edges, Monica’s swirly strawberry, and Keith’s are light blue darkening to indigo near the base.

‘We’ve got something for you,’ Savannah says, dropping a beat.

Monica’s petals pulse and her silky voice starts off slow. ‘They can’t test us, uh uh, they can’t test uh, uh, they can’t test us.’ Her green stem sways and her strawberry petals vibrate.

She gets faster, until all three of them are rapping together. ‘They can’t test us, uh uh, they can’t test uh, uh, they can’t test us.’ Her bud opens and closes as a low, smooth beat shakes the ground. Every time the beat drops, I’m bounced a little in the air.

While Savannah’s voice is gentle, Keith’s is gravelly, like he’s chewing on stones. He bends his stem, and his petals vibrate. ‘They say roses are sweet, they can’t test us.’

‘Stems strapped to jab, leave ya bleeding in the dust,’ Monica raps.

‘Aren’t roses supposed to be sweet?’ I ask, laughing.

‘No colour, no size, no other flora, we’re sacred, priceless just like the Torah,’ Keith raps.

Monica comes in. ‘Cut, crushed or stirred, perfume, hearts or herbs, we’ll keep you wondering like Dora.’

Savannah stops the beat, turning her bud towards me. ‘You can’t sit here expecting rhymes, it’s your time.’

Keith spreads his leaves out. ‘Give Sadé some room.’

As Lion appears through the maze to hear me perform, his trembling roar ricochets through my world. I run my hands through his furry blond and brown two-tone mane.
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‘The others will be here soon,’ he murmurs soothingly and rubs his mane against my face, which calms me.

As the animals from all over my world gather, Lion organises them, making sure the smaller animals have space to see. Kiwi, my other bird, perches by the rapping roses with his spindly fuchsia legs and pink petunia wings. Tweeting, buzzing, squealing and chirping erupts, and the butterflies flutter with their two sets of enormous transparent wings and purple trims.


‘At Hope Garden Centre

when I was five,

On tiptoes I spied

the garden of Eden,

Black bamboo plants

and flowers in every season.’



The sky flashes and the candy floss clouds get even fluffier as the words fly from my mouth. The twisty vines wrap themselves around my ankles, pulling me up so I’m twirling around the Gardens like I’m on stilts. The vines sprout enormous flowers, creating a flowery platform for me.


‘Fresh, floral, lavender florets

form Nix’s wings,

Roses rapped, packed, stacked –

I can hear them sing.

Spicy cinnamon, coppery stains,

Peppermint crisp, imprinting on

my brain,

Bumblebees buzzing,

Moths humming,

Nature’s chords,

Forever strumming,

My colourful kingdom,

Rich, vivid, intense,

Imagining a world with no rules,

No fence.’



A harmonised hum pierces the air as the muttering moths swarm. Green carnation wings with spots of rusty brown, daylilies and pink hibiscus and orange irises flutter in front of me like a colourful wave. The bees wiggle their yellow dahlia and iris bulging bodies, spreading intoxicating yellow dust into the air.

Then the vines lower me back down to the ground, where Nix is waiting for me. She shakes her head and stamps her claws. I can tell exactly what she wants.

‘All right, Nix, let’s play another game. We can race from the Moon Gate.’

Hearing that Nix and I are racing, the animals and insects rush to meet us at the Moon Gate. I dash deeper into the forest and hop from one four-leaf-clover-shaped stepping stone to the next. They light up in green as my feet touch them. The Moon Gate is covered in fern and lavender and the plants bend forward like ballerinas to greet us.

The animals and insects part for Hen as she clucks to the front of the audience. Her soft, silky feathers are like the inside of a fluffy pillowcase and her turquoise comb stands tall like a crown. She pecks me softly on the shoulder.

‘You’re the fairest at judging races,’ I say to Hen. ‘Can you do it?’

Bending down, Hen uses her beak to draw a line in the soil where Nix and I stand. ‘First one to the mushroom flowers outside the Word Tunnel wins,’ she clucks. ‘On your marks, get set, go!’

I dart through the forest with its tall trees. Tiger’s silky white frame with the black stripes dashes through the trees as she urges me on.

‘Nice speed, Sadé,’ she purrs gently. ‘Watch out for the nest.’

Ducking under a low branch, I swerve to avoid a nest of bees because I know Tiger would hate it if I hurt them or myself by accident.

‘Thanks, Tiger!’ I shout as I speed ahead.

Nix pushes forward, her talons grazing the earth. As we pass the Moon Pool, sheets of lilac water rush down. The wind sprays some droplets in our direction.

‘Ahhh!’ Ice-cold water hits my face. Then I’m inside the white Word Tunnel where all the words I like from my world appear. They’re always here, swirling over the walls. I run past the word ‘imagination’ as I leave the tunnel. Nix flies over my head and lands in front of me, right by the mushroom flowers. She won the race.

I jump on to her back and we wrestle on the ground, until we’re both out of breath. Nix’s forked orange tongue hangs out of her mouth, tired.

Fox comes from behind the purple weeping willow and leans against it, his reddish-orange fur clashing with the bark. ‘Nix won that fair and square. Why don’t you challenge me to a game, Sadé?’

I laugh. ‘And you won’t cheat like last time?’

With a paw to his chest, Fox gasps, his eyes wide. ‘Me? I would never cheat. You know me. I swear on my two toes.’

I shake my head. ‘Fox, you have four toes.’

‘You have a good eye, Sadé,’ Tiger says from in the tree as she licks her white paw. ‘Don’t let Fox fool you.’

‘Hmm.’ Fox smirks, examining a paw. ‘Only four toes? Oh, you don’t say,’ he teases. ‘You know I was only having a little fun, Sadé. How about I give you a head start?’

‘All right. The first one to dive into the moon pool wins!’ I shout.

Lion’s deep roar sounds from the crowd behind us as Fox and I sprint through the forest.
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Chapter One

The sun beams through my bedroom window on Sunday morning, and it’s so bright that it’s hard to concentrate on Deathless 2. Me and Alfie are trying to rescue another village from a zombie attack. Mum never would have allowed me to play online phone games on God’s day. She was the superglue of the family, and now everything’s unsticking, changing and falling apart. My thumbs fidget across the cracked phone screen as I watch Alfie’s player fling a quicksand paintball at one of the zombies, causing it to sink into the ground. Yes! 30 points.

Teni’s snores sound from the bed on her side of our room. Her side looks completely different to mine; mine has white walls, funny animal prints and strings of fairy lights shaped like the moon and stars over my bed. Teni’s side is painted dark grey, with a matching bedspread and black furniture. She calls it minimalist.

Teni’s snoring is honestly as loud as the number 36 bus’s blaring horn. My sister sneaked in late again yesterday after everyone was asleep.

As I throw a firework paintball to distract another zombie, Grandma’s singing sounds from outside. It’s as high-pitched as the birds from my world when they’re talking to each other.

‘Ara ẹ di de ẹ bami jó eniyan mi, ẹ ba mi yọ fun oluwa mi to gbe mi ga.’

My people stand up and dance with me, rejoice with me, for God has lifted me up.

Grandma knocks and peeks her head through the crack in the open door. ‘Kaaro, omo mi. Lo mura fun ile ijọsin.’

Good morning, dear. Go get ready for church.

‘Morning, Grandma.’


OnceUponaTime: going to church we can play later

Alfiedagreatest: k



Shutting the bedroom door behind me, I take a deep breath as I walk past Mum’s purple study door, which is next to my room. It’s where her words live.

Tolani’s room, which she shares with Grandma, is open, but Dad’s door is closed, meaning he’s downstairs.

The smell of Dad’s strong, steaming coffee burns my nose hairs as I reach the bottom of the wooden steps leading into the large living room, which Mum painted purple to match her study. To the right, Dad’s sitting at the round kitchen table with the matching soft teal chairs. He flicks his Sunday Times newspaper out, so it covers almost the entire surface and then he licks his finger to turn the page. Using his free hand, he stirs the rich, smooth ogi in the bowl in front of him. There is a plate piled with freshly fried akara beside it.

Dad hasn’t cooked in months, so this is surprising. I’ve missed Old Dad’s cooking and the rest of Old Dad too – New Dad’s a sleeping ghost. I know he’s not really a ghost because his car is parked outside, his shoes are by the door and the fridge magnet says, ‘Dad is home’. He is home, but not really.

Mum used to make Dad soft like the inside of a Creme Egg at Easter. Sometimes, Dad would complain about Mum leaving her spa stuff around the house. But one time, my sisters, Teni and Tolani, and Mum and me came back from eating at our favourite Chinese restaurant – the one with the extra sticky ribs that glued my fingers together.

When we came through the door, we saw Dad on the sofa wearing a bright-green face mask, his feet in a bath of salt, and his fingernails so polished that they were gleaming. Mum’s eyes creased like fresh folded laundry as she laughed, warm tears trickling down her face, as she removed the cucumbers from his eyelids and kissed each one.

But that was before; these days Dad’s hard now. Like a Creme Egg, but without the creamy middle.

As I sit down, Dad slides the ogi and akara towards me.

Is Old Dad back or is it a trick?

‘You’re not going to make me eat by myself, are you?’ he asks. ‘I added something extra to the akara this time. You’re going to love it.’

I fiddle with the spoon for a second, staring at him, before pouring the creamy condensed milk into my ogi and mixing. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

I scoop a spoonful of ogi into my mouth and bite into the akara. I tap my chin as Dad watches me, an expectant look on his face.

‘Garlic?’ I ask, after a few more chews.

Dad lifts his hand and high-fives me. ‘You got it. That’s my girl.’

Stirring the thick ogi, my mind drifts to school. The thought of going back soon makes my stomach crumple in, like the lilac scrunchie holding my hair in place.

Old Dad was the best listener ever. If there was an award for listening, he would’ve won it. Gazing into the ogi as if it holds all the answers in the world, I whisper.

‘Dad?’

He looks up at me and stops chewing.

‘I don’t know … school starts tomorrow. I don’t know if … I’m ready …’

Dad grips on to his spoon so tightly that I’m scared it’s going to bend. Clearing his throat, he gets up from the table without meeting my eyes.

I knew Old Dad wasn’t back.

The silence is broken when Teni and Tolani come downstairs, with Grandma following slowly behind. Teni’s long, black knotless braids are packed into a high ponytail. The ends fall down her back as she walks through the arch between the living room and the kitchen. Grandma looks at my burgundy jumper dress and nods in approval. I prefer printed T-shirts and jeans to dresses. Grandma’s wearing an orange ankara dress, which matches Nix’s wings in my world, and a white head tie.

Tolani tucks back hair that’s escaped from my bun before touching her cropped afro to make sure it still looks good. It does! She has a mohawk with four twists on each side.

Tolani takes a banana from the fruit bowl in the centre of the table, peels it and bites into it, watching Dad move into the kitchen to empty his food into the bin and wash his bowl. ‘Dad, are you coming with us?’ she asks, raising her voice so he can hear her.
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If anyone was going to make Dad come to church, it would be his favourite, my oldest sister Tolani, aka Tolly, but he’s as allergic to church now as Alfie is to not getting into trouble.

‘Of course he’s coming with us,’ Grandma replies.

Coming out of the kitchen, Dad clears his throat. ‘I’m not going.’

Grandma grips the back of my chair. ‘Ṣe iwọ yóò lọ titi lailai ni? Iyẹn a ba ọkàn Enitan jẹ.’

Will you stay away for ever? That will hurt Enitan’s heart.

‘Don’t mention my wife’s name!’ Dad shouts. ‘And there is nothing for me in church.’

Only New Dad shouts at Grandma and ignores me.

Tolani lowers her voice. ‘Dad, it’s all right, you don’t have to come with us – it’s just that we’re going to visit Mum’s grave after. It’s her three-month anniversary.’

‘What are you going there for?’ Dad splutters. ‘Enitan isn’t there.’

Tolani flinches and Grandma sighs.

Dad’s eyes flicker to me, remembering that I’m still sitting here. ‘All of you can go, but Sadé is not allowed to go to that place. She’s far too young for that.’ Heat flushes through my body.

Far too young. My family always use that as an excuse for everything.

I’m not allowed to visit Mum’s grave, but I still get to see her in my world whenever I like. Mum’s always there now. Dad’s footsteps leave the kitchen.

‘Je ka lo,’ Grandma says, and we leave for church.

My best friend Funmi nudges me and points at Auntie Gladys’s wig sliding off her head at the front row of the children’s church. A small smile breaks out on my face. Funmi can always make me smile, even when I don’t feel like it.

‘That wig is gonna get up and walk,’ Funmi giggles.

‘Hello … hello. Can everyone sit down?’ Uncle Dan stammers from the front.

We take a seat. I’m in between Theresa and Funmi. Theresa is my other church friend. Funmi swipes through dance videos on her phone, leaning towards me so I can look too. ‘I can’t wait to go back to school,’ Funmi whispers excitedly. ‘The talent show assembly is next week and then it’s nearly time for auditions.’

At least someone is excited about school starting.

Funmi scrolls back and forth between videos. ‘I dunno what dance the twins and me should do. What about this one, or this one?’

Vanessa and Antonia or ‘the twins’, as we call them, are in the same year as us, but in a different tutor group. The twins live on the same street as Funmi, and they all dance together most weekends.

Funmi is sparking with energy about the talent show like an AA battery. I already know their dance will be the best.

[image: image]
‘I like the first one,’ I reply.

She nods. ‘Yeah, me too – their leg work is so on point.’ Funmi finally looks up from her phone. ‘Are you going to audition?’

I wish I could audition. I would perform, and my words could fly like my muttering moths, but I don’t write any more, and it doesn’t matter anyway because I’m not like Mum. She was a firefly, lighting up a whole room with her words.
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‘Nah, I don’t think so.’

‘Can everyone quieten down, please?’ Uncle Dan tries again, shifting from one foot to another.

A younger girl screams behind me as a boy tries to push her off her chair and she pushes him back. He tumbles to the floor with a loud thump, waking Auntie Gladys up. Auntie Gladys scratches her head and adjusts her wig, looking around to check nobody saw it slipping. ‘Uncle Dan, have you started yet?’

While Joshua with the gap between his two front teeth picks his nose and flicks it, Theresa gets up and brushes at some gum stuck on her skirt. Uncle Dan hangs his head and shuffles out because no one ever listens to him.

Auntie Gladys’s bones crack as she stretches her small body. She is wrapped in a grey woollen cardigan. ‘Since you don’t want to behave for Uncle Dan, I’ll be teaching you today instead.’

Auntie Gladys flips open her dusty bible. ‘We’re going to learn about Noah today.’

‘I miss your mum and her stories. When Auntie Gladys teaches us, it always makes me fall asleep,’ Funmi whispers to me.

‘Yeah, your mum made everything fun,’ Theresa adds from my left.

They’re right – Auntie Gladys’s voice is about as interesting as the salad bar in Pizza Hut. If Mum was here today, she’d make us imagine that we were inside Noah’s boat, and she’d get in an imaginary rowing boat beside us to bring the story to life. I wish I could be more confident like Mum.

I wish Mum was still here to write with me.




Chapter Two

Monday

‘Ow!’ I shout as a scrunched-up piece of paper hits the side of my head.

‘Sorry, Sadé,’ Alfie snickers. ‘It was for Callum but his head’s so small, I missed it.’

Mr Sanders’s laser eyes drill into me – as if he thinks I’m having way too much fun in his maths class.

Alfie’s overgrown blond hair flops to the side as he dodges Callum’s deadly kicks under the table. Alfie is messing about again but that won’t stop him from getting top marks on the quiz. Last term Dad asked, ‘Do your friends have two heads? Why are they getting top marks and you’re not?’ Alfie must have two heads – or two brains at least.

Our finished maths quizzes form mini mountains in front of Mr Sanders as he marks them. His thin, pale wrist flicks upwards and sometimes downwards at his desk. Occasionally he smiles; more often he sighs at the marks.

A sudden whiff of sweet and salt popcorn floats in from my world, but it smells burnt. The whiteboard at the front of the room flickers; for a brief second, it is a purple weeping willow. One of my butterflies flies through the door. When I blink, everything is back to normal. Did I imagine that?
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Mr Sanders says my name and places my test in front of me. He pronounces it ‘Say-dee’ and I say ‘Shaa-day’, but to my dad it’s ‘Fọláṣadé’ with a tight ‘e’ at the end like a Nigerian drum skin.

I look down at the marked test in front of me. The score is hidden, but I know it’s bad from all the red-marker crosses next to my answers and Mr Sanders’s face, which is like stone, hard and unmoving. A deep sigh spreads from the top of my head down to my toes, until I’m choking in his disappointment. Turning it over, I see the big red 30% at the top of the page.

I hear a low, warning growl coming from somewhere in the classroom.

Mr Sanders sent a letter home last year, before everything changed for good. I watched my parents open it from the gap in the bannister.

‘Didn’t you hear what her maths teacher said at parents’ evening? Her grades are a cause for concern.’ Mum fiddled with her purple headscarf.

‘Please don’t stress too much,’ Dad had replied. ‘You need to get some rest. Why don’t you lie down, and I’ll make you something to eat?’

Mum shook her head. ‘I can’t keep anything down – it’ll just go to waste. We need to talk to Sadé. Why didn’t she tell us she was struggling?’

That was one of the last times Mum was Mum – before the hospital swallowed her up and turned her into an octopus with tubes everywhere. My heart beats fast to the sound of the beeping hospital machine in my head.

Was it my fault?

‘Watcha get, Sadé ?’ Alfie asks, pulling me back into the room.

He flashes his 98%. If Funmi was here, she would be showing me a similar mark, but she’s at the dentist to check her braces. I half-shrug. Below the desk, my stomach is bubbling, and my hands are sweaty.

‘I got eighty per cent,’ I lie.

Alfie cheers like he’s watching his football team at Stamford Bridge. ‘She shoots; she scoresssss!’

Mr Sanders’s eyes burn into Alfie. Callum cheers too, while Alfie pumps his fists in the air and claps. Sometimes I think Alfie does this stuff on purpose.

‘Carefree, wherever you may be. We are the famous CFC!’

Everyone starts laughing around us. I laugh too, pushing the low maths score far back in my mind.

‘That’s it, Alfie Miller. Get out of my classroom, now!’ Mr Sanders thunders. ‘If you’re not careful, you’ll end up expelled like your brother.’

Alfie shrugs. ‘Ryan is solid.’

When Ryan was at school, he held the record for the most detentions ever! But Alfie isn’t scary like Ryan, who hangs around the shops near the estate with his friends drinking alcohol – or Ògógóró as Dad calls it. It makes them walk wonky and fumble over words.

I scratch out the number on the page like those thoughts in my head. If my grades don’t get better by half-term, I’ll get a bad report. My pen curves as I write the number six.

Six weeks until the end of term. If I do well in maths, I can get a good report and then they’ll all see. They won’t need to be concerned about me. Everything will be all right.




Chapter Three

I usually love English lessons. I’ve loved words ever since Mum first took me to Hope Garden Centre for story time. On the way there, I would pat Oscar’s head. Oscar is the friendliest Labrador who is always sitting outside the local newsagents, guarding it.

I would tell Mum all about my world and we’d share poetry and stories and write them in my journal.

Words and plants in symmetry. Words get me. They shake, shout, dance, prance, and my words – my poetry – powers this amazing world that’s imaginary and only I can see.

But now my journal is as empty as the bottle of ketchup in our fridge.

I’m sitting with Funmi in English class. Trina’s eyes flicker to us and she whispers something to Jas, my ex best friend, behind her clear nail polish and they cackle like evil witches. Funmi, Alfie, Jas and me all used to be friends in primary school.

‘Are they whispering about us?’ Funmi asks me, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear.

‘Yeah,’ I reply.

Holding up a worksheet Mrs Karoma floats back to the front of the classroom.

‘Year Eights. We will be doing a few lessons on descriptive writing before we move on to Shakespeare, and do you know what that means?’ Her eyes sparkle like Jas’s glittery headband, even though I know Jas hates glitter. ‘It means lessons full of exciting words we’ll be sharing with each other.’

How can
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