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Prologue: Present Day

Matching combed-out Afros,

Matching nervous smiles,

Matching electric-blue agbadas:

Dad and I are a matching pair.

But Mum’s not here.

She can’t be.

Although I feel her,

Like a gentle hand between my shoulder blades.

I stand taller.

“It’s go time, gentlemen,” says Gem,

Dad’s once-assistant, now-producer.

She taps me and Dad on our backs.

Gem’s jasmine perfume

Complements Dad’s spicy cologne.

I turn to her voice,

Signature black bob and red lipstick.

She models an electric-purple dress,

One shoulder uncovered.

Gem would look perfect

On the red carpet beside Dad.

But that’s my role.

Gem’s purple dress

Makes me think of someone else

I need to keep out of my mind

Right now.

Smell the flowers.

Blow out the candles.

I inhale the present

And exhale the past.

“Mack!” loud-whispers Gem,

With a snap of her fingers.

My cue to step onto the carpet

And pose for the cameras,

Before Dad takes questions

And I stand in his shadow.

With Dad always a step ahead of me,

There’s little chance

The cameras will pick up

The shimmer of my blue eye shadow

Or the bling of my earrings.

Dad’s ears aren’t pierced.

He doesn’t need diamonds to shine.

He marches ahead,

Ready to take on the world.

I turn back to Gem and quiet-whisper,

“Matching outfits was cute when I was ten.

But I’m almost seventeen.”

“What would you rather wear?”

My red dashiki.

“I don’t know,” I reply.

I pick up my pace, as I spot Dad ahead:

The reporter by his side turns to me

Instead of him.

Weird.

“Mackintosh, rumor has it

That you and Finlay are dating.

You appear in multiple posts on his social media.

There’s even a hashtag for the two of you.

Is it true?”

A microphone in my face.

Through the flash of camera lights,

Dad’s eyes fix on me: W I D E.

My forty-year-old father

Caught up in my teen drama.

I can picture the clickbait headline:

Director-in-Law:

Director’s Son and Lead Actor’s Secret Steamy Love Affair.

I stifle a laugh.

The reporter laughs along:

“Can we take that to mean the rumors are true?”

Gem moves in from the wings.

She holds up her palms.

“These questions weren’t authorized.

Since you have no questions about the film,

Teju and his son Mack are done here.

Thank you.”

Gem’s “Thank you” is polite but final.

She has an authority all her own.

I look away, relieved.

This isn’t my night.

It’s Dad’s moment. It’s not right

That I steal his thunder with my own storm.

This is

A Tejumola Fadayomi film premiere.




[image: image]

Eighteen Months Ago

[image: image]




Part One

Friends
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September

Food Tech—Monday, second period

I don’t have a partner

But I’m happy to work alone.

It’s a new school year

And my first food tech class.

It’s the only lesson I have

Without either of my best friends,

Femi and Sim.

Food tech’s the only elective class

I couldn’t convince either of them to pick.

I tune out the noise of the room

And read the recipe card

Miss Rossi just slid in front of me:

VEGETABLE SAMOSAS.

“There’s too much chatter at the back.

Maz, please come up front.

You can work with Mack.”

I feel the heat rise through my neck

And across my face

When I hear Miss Rossi say my name

Because it sounds like

Working with me is Maz’s punishment.

Maz and I have never chatted before.

But sometimes

I spot her walking home along Bow Road

With her cousin, “K.”

Karim.

King of our year.

The hottest boy in school.

Captain of the basketball team.

Polite.

Handsome.

Wholesome.

Modest,

Despite unbelievable beauty.

Never a bully,

Despite being strong and tall as a tree.

Hopefully,

The Future Love of My Life!

Is this my chance

To discover more

About this boy I can’t help but be drawn to?

Maz dumps her bag at the table’s side,

Pulls out the stool, and grabs the recipe card.

“Don’t you mind being the only boy in this class?”

“Not really,” I reply.

“I just wanna learn to cook.”

I line up the utensils.

Maz piles up potatoes.

“I know what you mean. When we’re in Egypt,

I get to help Gidda and my aunts in the kitchen.

But Dad does all the cooking in our house here.

He says he wants me to focus on homework.”

“Is Gidda your mum?”

Maz smiles and hands me a potato to peel.

“‘Gidda’ means grandma in Egyptian.

My mum died when I was younger.

Cancer.”

“Same,” I say.

“My mum died of cancer when I was a baby.”

Awkwardness runs through my stomach.

I run the peeler down the potato.

I can’t look at Maz.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

“I’m sorry, too.”

“I guess you can’t talk about food

Without talking about family,” says Maz.

“True.”

I push peelings into a pile.

“Is your dad a good cook?”

Should I lie?

“We mostly eat takeaways.

Dad’s always busy with work.

He’s a film director,” I say,

As casual as possible.

“We need to cut the potatoes into small cubes.

Okay?”

Did she hear me?

We cook together.

Just the sounds of chopping

And breathing

Over our quiet thoughts.

We don’t talk about K.

We don’t talk about Dad either.




Next Week—Monday, first period

I wait in line with Femi and Sim,

For Mr. Charles to let us into English class.

“Hey, Maz.”

I step out of line,

As she passes me in the corridor.

“Hey.” She turns back and waves.

“See you next lesson!” I wave back.

Femi and Sim exchange a glance.

“See you next lesson,” Femi mimics:

Exaggerated high-pitched voice and a goofy wave.

Sim bursts into hysterics.

“You into girls now?”

Femi rests his hand on my shoulder.

“You know I only have eyes for you.”

I put my hand on top of his.

“Allow it with that gay talk.”

Femi recoils

And shoves both hands in his jacket pockets.




Monday, second period

Maz enters surrounded by giggles,

Khadijah and Louisa on either arm.

Don’t forget to ask about K!

As she spots me at the front,

Maz whispers something to Khadijah,

Then Louisa.

They smile at me.

Do those smiles show a hint of pity?

Khadijah and Louisa release Maz’s arms

And link up with each other:

They chatter their way to a workstation

At the back of the room.

“What did your dad think of our samosas last week?”

Maz sidles up to me.

“I left them out with a note

But they were still there in the morning.”

I roll my eyes. “I had them for breakfast.

I don’t even know if my dad came home last Monday.”

Maz’s face drops.

“It’s okay!” I smile. “I saw him the following evening.

No need to ring Social Services or anything like that.”

She laughs and rests her chin in her hands.

“Well, my dad didn’t get to try them, either.

My greedy-guts cousin munched them all

When he got home from basketball.”

K!

My heart thuds.

I think fast.

“Did you tell K we made them together?”

“K doesn’t care who makes it.

As long as it’s halal, he’ll eat it.”

K doesn’t know I exist.

“Good morning, class.”

Miss Rossi circles the room.

“Nice to see the two of you together again.

You made an excellent team last week.”

She lets today’s recipe card float onto the table:

HOMEMADE PIZZA.

Maz turns to face me.

“Miss Rossi is right, you know.

Our samosas were banging!”

Our palms touch in a high five,

Like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

“Not that food tech is gonna help me become a lawyer,”

Maz adds.

“Why’d you want to be a lawyer?” I ask.

“I guess I have a thing for justice.

I’ve wanted to do law since I was twelve.”

“The only thing I knew when I was twelve

Was that I’m gay.”

Maz’s eyes glance down toward the recipe,

Then back up at me.

“I saw a great a documentary recently

Called My Name Is Pauli Murray.”

Is Maz changing the subject?

‘Oh, yeah? What’s it about?’

“Pauli Murray.” Maz chuckles,

“She was a Black queer feminist,

A civil rights and women’s rights activist,

A lawyer, a priest, and a poet.”

Maz gets even more animated.

“Pauli was arrested with her friend Mac

For protesting bus segregation

Fifteen years before Rosa Parks.”

“Are you planning to get us arrested?”

I take the card from Maz and fan myself.

There is mischief in her smile.

“The bus protest was the reason

Pauli made the decision

That law school would be her destination.

I found her story really inspiring.

I think you would too.”

I smile back.

“I’ll check it out.”

“Cool.” Maz nods,

Then snatches back the card.

“Now, are you ready

To make the best pizza this school has ever seen?”

Halfway through the lesson,

I still reel with the echo of what Femi said.

Allow it with that gay talk repeats in my mind.

I feel I can trust Maz,

So I tell her.

“And what did you say back?” she asks.

She spreads the tomato puree on the pizza base,

As I grate the cheese.

“I said:

‘Femi, I’ve loved you since primary school.

Your name means love me, after all.’”

“You’re brave to joke like that,” says Maz.

“How is it brave?

I was just messing with my friends.”

Maz scatters mushroom slices

Along the edges of the pizza.

“I guess I would have thought

Straight guys and gay guys

Would find it hard to be friends.”

“I used to think the same.

Femi asked if I was gay when we were maybe ten.

I said I wasn’t.

’Cause I didn’t want to lose my best friends.

But when I did tell him and Sim a few years later

They were cool.”

Maz squints at me.

“So, you’re not actually in love with Femi?

Doesn’t every joke contain some truth?”

I want to tell Maz both secrets:

I used to be in love with Femi

But now I have a mushrooming crush on her cousin.

“There is someone I like, actually.

But it would probably be awkward

If I told you who it was.”

Maz raises an eyebrow,

Half smiles.

“Are you done with that?” she laughs

And points to the plate of grated cheese.

And then to me:

“Mack and Cheese.”

“Very original,” I say,

Crushed

By Maz’s lack of interest in my crush.

“I’ve never heard that one before.”




Monday, after school

The thirty-second hum of the microwave

Ends with a ping!

I take the plate downstairs

To the Den:

A home cinema with three plush leather sofas

And a massive screen,

To which Dad has hooked up multiple game consoles.

Dad constantly updates them

And gifts the older models to Femi and Sim.

“It’s Big Mamma Mack!”

Jokes Femi, as I enter the room.

“Great! I’m starving!”

Sim pauses the shooting game

He and Femi have been immersed in

For the past half an hour.

It’s literally muggy with sweat in here.

“Ebi n pa mi!

Let’s taste this perfect pizza

You made with your new best friend,” jibes Femi.

I hand them a slice each.

Then I sit on the arm of the remaining red sofa.

“She’s not my—” I begin,

Before Sim interrupts

Through a mouthful of pizza.

“Where’s your dad tonight?”

Before I can respond, Femi says,

“Hey, man, you should let us invite some girls round.”

Femi spreads his arms out wide

To display the whole room.

His slice of pizza flaps in his left hand.

A mushroom slice slides off

And lands on the floor.

Sim tilts his head and says,

“Maz’s best friends are hot.

Mack could invite those three

Round here sometime.”

“That’s what I’m talking about:

Triple date!”

Femi slams his controller down

To fist-bump Sim.

“It wouldn’t be a triple date.”

I bite a piece of pizza.

Gulp it down.

“Because I’m not interested in Maz.

Well, not like that.

You know I’m not into girls.

And anyway—”

“Dúró!” Femi raises his pizza-free hand, like a stop sign.

“What’s the point of you being gay

If you can’t even be our wingman?”

What a stupid question.

“There’s no point to me being gay, Femi.

I just am.”

Sim tries again:

“The triple date wouldn’t be a date for you

But you’d be the wingman for me and Femi.

You know, so Maz isn’t lonely.”

“I’m sure they don’t want to sit here

Just watching you play video games,” I say.

“You don’t know that,” says Femi,

“And that’s so sexist.

Girls can be gamers.”

“Mackintosh Fadayomi,” Sim laughs,

“I never knew you were a chauvinist.

I’m so disappointed.”

Sim only learned the word “chauvinist” in sociology class.

“Maybe it’s a gay thing,” ponders Femi.

He brings his right hand to his chin.

“Do gay guys hate girls?”

Another stupid question.

Sim stretches out to put his feet up on the sofa.

“I think gay boys love girls so much

That they want to be them.

Isn’t that what drag is all about?”

Another stupid question.

“Kantan kantan leyi.”

I suck my teeth.

“Abeg, make you no vex me with your stupid questions.

I can’t answer for all gay guys.”

“Naija boy!”

Femi puts out his closed fist for me to fist-bump him.

I comply with a proud smile.

“Need a translation?” says Femi to Sim,

Whose mum is white English

And dad is/was Black Jamaican.

Sim grins at Femi.

“O ye mi. What makes you think I don’t understand?”

Like me, Sim picked up Yoruba at Femi’s house.

Unlike me, Sim is still welcome at Femi’s house.

Femi laughs, fist-bumps Sim,

Then unpauses the game:

Explosions and gunshots resume.

My mind leaves the room:

Is Maz sharing her half of the pizza

With her family right now?

Her dad and K.

Has K just taken a bite?




Tuesday, after school

Just when I’m almost out the gate,

“Dúró!” Femi grabs my arm to hold me back.

The girls are in view outside the gates

With yellow and red boxes

From the chicken and chip shop on the corner.

“Here’s our chance,” says Femi.

A backpack with a younger kid attached

Pushes into my side and squeezes past.

“Let me go, Femi.

We’re blocking everyone trying to leave.”

“Come on, Mack, it’ll be fun.”

Sim joins our lineup.

“We won’t tease you in front of them.”

I think of how appealing

An evening free of teasing would be.

“But have you even chatted to them?”

“I’ve spoken to Louisa.”

Femi leans back against the gate.

“I’ve spoken to Khadijah.”

Sim combs out his Afro.

“So, why’d you need me?” I ask.

“Because you have the Den,”

Says Femi, so matter-of-factly.

The girls are almost directly in front of us,

The glorious greasy scent of fried chicken

Sings out to me from the boxes in their hands.

Louisa sucks her teeth.

“Are you gonna move, or what?”

In Femi’s direction

But like she sees through him.

“Hey, Sim.” Khadijah smiles.

“Hey.” Sim smiles and waves.

Femi nudges me in my side with his elbow.

I’m Femi’s ventriloquist doll:

“Hi, Maz. Louisa. Khadijah.

We were wondering

If you’d like to come round to my house

Today, if you’re free?

Or another time, if you’re not.

I’ve got a home cinema, PlayStation and Xbox,

And I can order food.”

Maz raises her eyebrow at me,

Then side-eyes Femi.

She knows what’s up.

Louisa and Khadijah look down at their boxes

And then back up at me, blankly.

I look at Maz with wide eyes that say: Help me!

“Maybe another time.” She smiles softly.

“Yeah, yeah, cool, cool,” says Femi, with his own mouth.

“Why you going back into school, anyways?”

Maz gives her girls a look: a silent pact is made.

“We’re going to watch the basketball.

My cousin’s playing.” Maz doesn’t meet my eye.

“You can come if you want?” Khadijah to Sim.

She lifts the cardboard lid. “Chicken wing?”

Maz and I watch as Khadijah and Sim

Whisper and giggle between mouthfuls.

I share Maz’s chips like popcorn at the cinema:

Eyes fixed on the romance

That unfolds before our eyes.

“You not gonna offer me any?” says Femi to Louisa.

“Nope.”

She pops a chip in her mouth

And duck-face pouts.

Femi looks down,

Takes out his phone,

And starts to tap.

“We should go,” says Maz.

When we head inside,

The smell of sweat

And the squeak of shoes

On the basketball court

Are like warning tremors

For the earthquake I feel

When I spot K on the court

With the rest of his team.

They prepare to go to battle.

A bead of sweat rolls down my back.

I feel the ground beneath me shift

As I watch this warm-up.

K sports the same sleeveless purple basketball jersey

As the rest of his team.

He has muscular arms like the rest of his team.

But his stand out:

They glisten with the sweat he’s already worked up.

His biceps bulge my eyes.

The movement of hands draws my attention

Down:

He makes strange gestures to his teammates.

He’s so focused:

Not a frown,

But determined tunnel vision.

He seems to be

Aware of everyone

Around him

At once.

He’s not just in control

Of himself

But every boy

On that scuffed court.

Like it’s K’s team

And everyone else

Just plays in it.

Mr. Ashburn,

Head of PE and the team’s coach,

Watches on.

But K calls the shots.

“The ball is lava!” K shouts.

“We always sit there,” says Maz.

My attention snaps to her.

She points a few rows up.

“So K knows where to look.”

The whole row is still free.

Students and adults slowly shuffle into the gym.

We take our seats in this order:

Louisa, Maz, me, and Femi.

Khadijah and Sim haven’t followed;

They prop up the door.

Then, BANG!

K waves in our direction.

It’s like the basketball

Has hit me

In the center of my chest.

I feel a ripple

Through my whole body.

I feel hot

And gooey inside

Like lava cake.

Maz and Louisa wave back.

Maz whispers to me:

“By the way,

Liking K is like the most unoriginal thing ever.

Every girl in this school fancies K.

Next, you’ll be telling me

How much he looks like that actor

Fady Elsayed.”

I grip my hands tightly in my lap.

Excitement drowned out by disappointment.

How unoriginal I am.

I want to say something to Maz

That will make her realize I am original.

Femi nudges me

And points at Khadijah and Sim,

Who giggle in the doorway.

“What do you think they’re saying?”

I put on a High Voice and a Deep Voice.

High Voice:

“You looked so hot eating that chicken wing.”

Deep Voice:

“Thanks!

I think I have a bit of chicken stuck in my teeth.”

High Voice:

“Oh no!

Maybe I can get it out for you with my tongue?”

Femi lets out a short loud laugh:

“Ha!” He slaps me on the back.

It feels good to make the jokes

Rather than be the butt of them.

Louisa gets up and sits next to Femi.

“Listen,

I don’t know what’s going on down there with those two.”

She points to Khadijah and Sim,

Then taps Femi’s temple.

“But don’t get any ideas about me and you.

It’s never gonna happen.”

Femi’s grin grows even bigger.

He nods slowly,

A nod that says: Wait and see.

I turn from them and take out my phone.

I search for images of Fady Elsayed.

Fady and K do share a likeness.

Fady looks hot in a tuxedo.

Fady looks hotter in a tracksuit.

Fady looks even hotter in a T-shirt

Fady looks hottest shirtless.

I look up at K, as he shoots and scores.

I turn to Maz, who cheers and waves at K.

“I didn’t realize the game had begun.”

K waves up at Maz

And Maz puts an arm around me.

K’s smile widens, momentarily.

Then he turns away, back to the game.

“Oh, it’s begun,” says Maz cryptically.




Next Week—Tuesday, after school

Tuesday is basketball night. K night.

I’m sat in the school gym with Femi and Sim,

In the special row where K knows to look.

We wait for the girls to get back from the shop.

Femi asks: “Why you crushing so hard on K?

Of all the guys on the basketball team

Why wouldn’t you go for Didier?

You know, Didier is gay.”

“Has Didier ever said that,” asks Sim,

“Or is that just your theory?”

“I have a good gaydar!

I knew Mack was gay in primary school.”

Femi leans across Sim to meet my eye.

He smiles, then smacks me on the arm.

I still love that beautiful smile.

“I don’t think Didier is gay,” says Sim.

“He’s just French.”

They’re so ridiculous sometimes.

“He’s not French, he’s Algerian,” I correct.

“Nah, I swear

Didier was born in Bow, just like us,” says Femi.

“He can still be Algerian,

Like we’re still Nigerian,” I say to Femi.

“Why don’t you ask him?” Sim says to Femi.

“What? Where he was born? Or if he’s gay?”

Laughs Femi. “I’d sound like a dick, either way.”

“What’s new there?” I banter.

“If I’m a dick,

That’s why you love me?” Femi banters back.

Sim gets serious: “If Didier was gay,

He’d get away with it because he’s good at basketball.”

“What do you mean ‘Get away with it’?” I accuse.

Sim comes back: “For example,

You get away with being out at school

Because you don’t care what people think

And you have us to protect you:

Your two straight best friends

By your side like bodyguards.”

“But I do care what people think.”

“Did you miss me?” Khadijah lands on Sim’s lap.

The rest of us shuffle around them into our new pairs:

Louisa and Femi.

Maz and me.




November

Wednesday, after school

The six of us partner-dance down Bow Road

Back to my house.

The boys got their wish.

The Den is the ultimate hangout spot.

Khadijah and Sim lead the way in love.

Louisa and Femi lag in an argument.

Maz’s arm links with mine.

“I’ll never forgive you.” She smiles.

“Remember a few months ago

When I had my two best friends

And you had yours?

Life was simpler back then.”

“I know,” I laugh.

“I’ve created a monster.”

“Four monsters,” Maz sighs.

Khadijah and Sim slow down,

To eavesdrop on our conversation.

“We can’t help that it was love at first chicken wing.”

Sim wraps an arm around Khadijah.

She giggles and kisses his cheek.

A love bubble shimmers around them.

Maz squeezes my arm.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” I brace myself.

“Don’t take this the wrong way

But what do you actually have

In common with Sim and Femi,

I mean, besides the obvious?”

“‘The obvious’ being what?” I test her,

Even though I know what she means.

“Besides being Black?” Maz says cautiously.

“I guess Sim and I are both quite sensitive.

And Femi and I are both Yoruba.

And they both like to hang out at my house.

And I just happen to live there,” I joke.

But it stings a little.

I try my best to shake it off.

“How about you?

“What do you have in common

With Louisa and Khadijah?”

“Khadijah and I are both into K-pop,

Louisa and I both want to be lawyers,

And all three of us are really loyal people:

Loyalty is really important to us.”

While Maz’s tone is perfectly sweet,

I hear a slight undertone of warning.




Thursday, after school

“Sorry, I’ve got a boyfriend,”

Says Maz, to a random man

Who tries to talk to her

On our way to my house.

“Who? This guy?”

Random looks at me. Disgusted.

Like my presence offends him.

Fat boy! Gay boy!

That’s what he thinks.

“Everything okay?” asks Femi,

Chest puffed, fists clenched,

Femi looks ready to fight,

Like a video game character.

“Yeah, it’s calm.” Random backs away

From this fierce schoolboy.

Random man run-walks away

But his look of disgust stays with me

Long after he’s gone.

I turn to ask Maz, “Why’d you always say

‘Sorry, I’ve got a boyfriend’

When guys try to talk to you?”

“Saying ‘I’m not interested’ never ever works.

Saying ‘I’ve got a boyfriend’ spares their feelings.

It means they’re less likely to get aggressive.”

It’s so unfair

That Maz has to worry about that.

When we get back,

The couples go down to the Den to do couple things,

Whatever that is.

In the living room, I invite Maz to sit.

To make it cozy, I turn on the two lamps

On either side of the green velvet sofa

And the one next to the record player.

It’s a baby-blue briefcase-style record player.

My most prized possession.

Dad got it for Mum.

He says I can take it with me to uni.

Maz will do law. Sim will do psychology.

Femi says he’ll do whatever will make the most money.

“Do you like Brandy?”

“You know I don’t drink,” laughs Maz.

“Not the drink, the singer,” I laugh

And pull out “Never Say Never” by Brandy.

“Oh,” Maz laughs, and face-palms herself.

“I don’t know her, but her eyebrows are on fleek!”

“These were my mum’s.”

I slip the record from its sleeve,

Set it down,

Place the needle and press play.

These melodies are like lullabies

Mum never got to sing to me.

I sink into the sofa beside Maz,

As we let nineties R & B wash over us.

Maz says, “It’s nice that you have this music

To remember your mum by.”

“Yeah, I guess.

The records help me feel close to her, in a way,

But I don’t remember her.”

“You have photos, though.”

Maz points at one next to the record player.

The gold photo frame,

The baby-blue record player,

The pine wine crates

And their vinyl contents

Are everyday sights to me.

But through Maz’s eyes

They must look like a shrine

To Mum and her music.

In the gold-framed photo,

Mum stands atop a mountain,

Hands on hips, triumphantly,

Like a capeless superhero.

Behind her: a too-blue sky,

And cartoonish white cloud,

Like on the weather app.

Photo Mum is unknowable;

She’s silent and still, she poses

More questions than answers.

“The woman in the photos

Doesn’t feel like my mum.”

A wincing guilt in my gut.

“She feels more like a myth,”

I admit, for the first time.

“Sometimes I wonder

What she would say to me:

Like words of advice.

Sometimes I think I see

Signs that she watches over me.

But it’s probably just

What I want to hear and see.”

Maz nods, sadly, but says nothing.

This side of the record has finished.

A quiet hiss troubles the speakers.

“Are you thinking about your mum?” I ask.

“Yeah,

But I’d rather not talk about her,

If that’s okay?”

I reach over to lift the needle.

“I get it. It’s okay.

What shall we play next?”




Thursday Evening

Everyone leaves.

I head upstairs to Dad’s study.

I aim to fill silence with distraction.

Above Dad’s desk are four Basquiat paintings,

Each with a crown motif.

A book is spread open on Dad’s desk:

Trans Teen Zine Volume One by Finlay.

I don’t know Finlay’s story,

Just that he’s trans and Scottish

And in Dad’s latest project.

I’ve heard his voice on video calls with Dad,

As they plot the film script they’re working on.

I remember when Dad first mentioned Finlay:

“Son.” He came to me down in the Den,

His hand wrapped round his phone

Open on Finlay’s social media page.

“Check out this kid I just discovered.”

I couldn’t hold back my laughter

When I saw the number of followers:

“Looks like two million people

Discovered him before you.”

Finlay is cute, in a mainstream way.

Blond hair. Blue eyes. Not my type.

My phone vibrates.

MAZ: I really enjoyed listening to records with you today!

MACK: I enjoyed it, too!

Sorry if I went on about my mum. Did I upset you?

MAZ: Not at all. I’m always happy to listen.

MACK: [image: image]

MAZ: My dad wants to know

If you want to come round

To ours for dinner tomorrow?

We can do homework?

MACK: I’d love to!

I want to ask if K will be there

But I keep that hope and fear to myself.

Either way,

I look forward to a home-cooked meal,

Seeing Maz’s house,

Meeting Maz’s dad,

Being somewhere, anywhere else.




Friday, lunchtime

Femi and I stand in the corridor

Outside the doors to the lunch hall.

The doors swing open.

Students come and go.

The other four are already sat at our usual table.

“What do you mean we can’t come over?”

Asks Femi.

“I’m going to Maz’s after school,” I reply.

“Give me your keys, then,” says Femi.

“No,” I scoff.

“Why not?”

“I don’t need to give you a reason.”

My keys feel hot in my pocket,

Like my thigh is on fire.

“What’s the wahala?” Femi loud-whispers.

“Your dad says we’re always welcome.”

“You are always welcome but when I’m home.

I won’t be there after school today,

So take your girlfriends somewhere else:

The cinema, Nando’s, your house.

It’s always my house and me feeding you.”

“It’s not like you can’t afford it,” says Femi.

“That’s not the point,” I say tightly.

“So, what’s the point?” Femi scoffs.

“You take me for granted.”

Finally, these dreaded words dislodge

From the back of my throat.

Femi is stunned into silence.

He narrows his eyes.

He shrugs,

“Whatever, man. Have fun with Maz.”




New Message to Dad

MACK: Hey Dad!

I’m going to my friend Maz’s after school today.




Friday, after school

Maz uses a key fob

To open the main door of her block.

We climb two flights of stairs

Then pass through a door

That takes us outside again

Onto a balcony of doors, like a street in the sky.

Maz unlocks her front door

And kicks off her shoes as she enters.

I follow her lead.

“Welcome, welcome,” says Maz’s dad, K’s uncle,

As I step into the kitchen, to the right as I enter.

“Thank you for having me, Mr.—” I begin,

But he interrupts.

“Just call me Uncle Omar,” he says.

I look past him, to the pot on the hob

That fills the whole flat with mouthwatering aromas.

I inhale heavily: cumin, garlic, chili.

“Don’t worry!

I’ve got my taxi shift coming up,

So dinner will be ready soon.”

Uncle Omar laughs and pats me on my shoulder.

I feel embarrassed to be so obvious.

“It’s only fair you try my cooking.

I get to sample what you and my daughter make

In class together.” He pats my shoulder again.

“It’s very kind of you to invite me.” I smile.

“Mariam talks about you so much.

I had to meet you.”

“Okay,” Maz tries to interrupt from behind me

But Uncle Omar continues.

“Mack said this. Mack did that.

Mack’s house has a cinema—”

“Okay, Dad, we’ve got homework to do.”

Maz grabs my arm and starts to turn away.

“Let us know when dinner’s—”

“Not in your bedroom!

You can do homework here

At the kitchen table.”

Uncle Omar’s face is serious.

I’m not sure what’s changed.

No one speaks for a moment.

Pots bubble.

“Fine.” Maz looks at me with a small smile

And an apology in her eyes.

We sit at the kitchen table.

Uncle Omar marches over to the fridge

And pours two glasses of juice,

Which he places in front of us, with purpose.

“Thank you.” I force a smile.

“Thank you,” mumbles Maz,

As she unzips her rucksack

And takes out her food tech folder.

I nudge her foot with mine under the table.

She moves hers away.

I take out my phone and message her:

MACK: What’s going on?

MAZ: I didn’t tell him that you’re gay.

MACK: So what?

MAZ: He thinks you’re my boyfriend.

MACK: [image: image]

MAZ: I know!




Friday Evening

Uncle O drops me off

Before his first job of the night.

I’m relieved

He didn’t try to start

An awkward boyfriend/girlfriend chat.

I unlock the front door and step inside.

I toss my rainbow key ring into the bowl.

Keys jangle.

Then silence.

No computer-game gunshots.

No laughter.

No shouting matches between Louisa and Femi.

Maybe I should have given him my key after all.

My phone shows nothing new,

Not even a reply from Dad.

But on the heart-shaped chalkboard,

In the kitchen, Dad has written:

I hope you had

a nice time with Maz.

I’ll be back late.

XX

Then my phone buzzes with a message from Femi.

It’s a photo of them on a double date at Nando’s.

BROTHERS GROUP CHAT:

FEMI: Thanks for the advice

To take the girls on a proper date.

I told them it was your idea

And they said to tell you

That you’re the best.

Even though this message is wonderful,

A pit forms in the bottom of my stomach.

Will K and I ever take a selfie like that?

In an attempt to cheer myself up, I go online.

I order the makeup that’s sat in my wish list

For the longest time:

Fenty Beauty, Bobbi Brown, MAC, and more!

The account is connected to Dad’s credit card,

So he’ll pick up the bill.

I daydream about earlier

When K arrived home as we finished dinner:

Stewed fava beans
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