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Dad’s favourite film is Dead Poets Society. Sure, he

likes others, but when he wants to chill with me on
the sofa at the weekend and there’s no footballon TV,
it's almost guaranteed that he'll suggest we watchiit.
I'm not that bothered about the old movie but | love
spending time with Dad, eating spicy plantain crisps
and drinking Coke. So, even though half of the film
goes over my head, | know some of the lines by heart.
Like, “Carpe diem. Seize the day, boys, make your lives
extraordinary.” That’s what the teacher says to the

boys in the movie.



Dad whispered, “Carpe diem,” to me this morning
as he hugged me tight before he left for work, his
goatee brushing against my cheek. | know what he
was getting at. He was telling me to seize the day,
cause today is the day | start Nunford School.

The mega-expensive private school offers a full
scholarship to a couple of state-school children every
year starting in Year Seven. Mum wanted Abigail to
do the scholarship exams when she was younger, but
she refused. She and Mum argued about it for ages,
but Abigail dug her heels in. She’s always been able to
stand up to Mum - which is amazing because | can't.
Not at all!

“It’s my life and | don’t want to go to that snooty
school,” shed say.

Mum would reply, “Who cares if it's snooty! You're
Black. You need the best education you can get to
compete in the real world.”

But Abigail wouldnt budge, so Mum had no
choice but to allow her to go to St Vincent, the
local secondary. Now that Abigail is about to start

sixth form, she and Mum are arguing again because

Mum wants her to go to university, but Abigail
is having none of it. She says she wants to be
earning ASAP! She has an offer for an engineering
apprenticeship with a big company where she did
a summer job this year. They've offered her a place
as long as she gets good grades in her A levels. I'm
sure she’ll do that because she’s clever .. unlike me.
Dad is proud of Abigail for going into engineering,
but he barely says anything when Mum is going on
and on. He once told me that he stays quiet so that
Mum doesn’t give him wahala. | get that. That’s why
| stay quiet too. And that’s why I'm going to Nunford
School today, even though I'm really not sure I'll like
it there.

It was such a shock when | found out that I'd been
given one of the scholarships. Sure, | sat the exam
last year because Mum insisted on it. But when |
was called for an interview with Mr Fortesque, the
headteacher, it was an absolute nightmare until |
mentioned I'd love to be a professional athlete.

“Doing what?” Mr Fortesque asked straight away,

looking me dead in the eye.



“‘Running,” | said quietly, wondering why he was so
interested.

| don't even know why | brought it up. I've never
talked about wanting to run professionally to
anyone - not Abigail, Dad or Mum. I'm afraid they’ll
think it’s silly and try to change my mind, especially
Mum. She thinks running is something you do when
you're playing. But Mr Fortesque seemed to take me
seriously because next thing | knew, hed called Mr
Dunn, the Head of Sports, to come and meet me. |
was taken to the school’s athletics track, which blew
my mind. | swear down, it was a mini stadium, right
there in the school field! Mr Dunn gave me a spare
Nunford PE kit that was way too baggy, and black
spikes that were a little tight. He told me to run
around the track twice.

When he blew his whistle, it felt weird running
in a kit that wasnt my own and being watched by
someone with a timer in his hand. But as | sped up,
everything faded away apart from the happy, tingling
feeling inside. | love running. When | run, something

happens to me that | can’t fully explain. It’s like I'm

free and floating on air like .. a super-fast superhero.
It feels amazing! | could have run forever on the
Nunford school track. It was so much better than any
surface I'd run on before. | had to stop when Mr Dunn
blew his whistle, and that’s when he said something
which, all this time later, still makes me smile.

“You are good. Very good, in fact.”

| was ECSTATIC! It was the first time someone had
said that to me about my running.

A couple of months after that, a letter from the
school arrived offering me the scholarship. Dad
looked at me with shiny eyes. He said, “You did it,
son,” and squeezed me tight. Abigail gave me a funny
look and a nod - like Id gone up in her estimation.
Mum shouted, “Thank you, God!” She made sure she
told all our friends and family the news.

Then the local paper heard about it and a journalist
came to interview me in the flat with Mum and Dad,
which was a bit nerve-wracking. The journalist told
us that | was the first person from Exby to ever get
a scholarship to Nunford School. When the article
was published in the paper with a photograph and



everything, | became famous in Exby. Well, for a while
anyway. Our friends, people from church and just
random strangers would stop me in the street and
shake my hand.

“You've made us proud,” they would say.

“‘How?” | said to Mum. “| haven't even started the
school yet! Why are they putting pressure on me?”

“Pressure? They're proud of you because you've got
an opportunity that people around here don't dream
of getting.”

llet it go.1didn't want another Mum lecture on why
it's important to want to become Somebody.

On Saturday, a few weeks later, when | was lounging
on the sofa watching Sports Roundup on TV, Mum
walked into the living room with a sheet of paper in
her hand.

“Nunford School has sent more information about
the scholarship,” she said, standing in front of the TV
with a frown on her face. “They say you must attend
athletics club and try for the athletics team.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Seriously?” | said,
sitting up.

“Yes, it says here that it's a condition of your
scholarship. Typical! Expecting Black children to only
be good at sports.”

I kept my face blank but inside | was doing my happy
dance. ! must have got the scholarship because of my
run! Apart from my best mate, Charlie, | hadn’t told
anyone about my run at Nunford School. Not even
when Mum fired questions at me when she came to
pick me up that day. | wanted to enjoy the memory in
peace without anyone ruining it for me.

‘It also says you have to maintain good grades,”
said Mum. “That | agree with. It's the most important
thing. Don’t worry about the running.”

| wasn’t worried about the running. | was buzzing!
When Mum left, | sat grinning, thinking Mr Dunn must
really rate me.Foramoment,|actually looked forward
to going to Nunford School. Then | remembered that
going there meant going to school without Charlie.
We've been mates since he started Exby Primary in
Year Three.

| know he wishes | was going to St Vincent with him.

| mean, he hasnt come out and said it or anything.



But all summer, he’s been banging on about how I'm
going to change and become all posh. I've told him a
bunch of times that | won't.

But even on Friday, as we played Mario Kart on his
Nintendo Switch in him and his mum’s flat, he said
| won't want to know him once | have fancy new
friends.

“Bruv,” | said. “There’s as much chance of that as
there is of me getting tall like you.”

That made him laugh. “Zero chance then.”

“Exactly,” | said.

That was three days ago. Today, | woke up to my
stomach doing somersaults. | told Mum my tummy
wasn't too good, but she insisted | eat the full English
breakfast she had specially cooked for me to give
me strength for my big day. | couldn’t say no when
shed gone to so much trouble. But eating it was so
not a good idea. My insides are now spinning around
like a washing machine. | just pray | don’t throw up. It
wouldn’t be a good look to have sick down my front

when | start at Nunford.

Mum and | have just got on the jam-packed 304 bus
to Nunford. Mum’s leading the way, squeezing past
people in the aisle as we look for somewhere to sit.
Among the children on the bus, | can’t see anyone else
wearing the Nunford school uniform. The bus is full
of chat. And a bit too warm. It’s a good thing | left
my new coat at home - | already have a jumper and a
blazer on - I'd be boiling by now.

“Eh, Evelyn. Good morning.”

The shrill voice belongs to a dark-skinned woman
in the aisle seat by the exit door. | recognise her -
she’s one of Mum'’s regulars at her hair salon.

“Oh, Vida. How are you?”

| follow as Mum makes a beeline for her friend.

“I'm fine, by the grace of God.”

“Kofi, say hello to Auntie Vida.”

“Hello, Auntie,” | say politely.

“Hello, Kofi. You're looking very handsome today.”

| give a tight smile, though | know for a fact | look
like a pint-sized man on his way to work. There’s a
silly hat that I'm supposed to wear as well but that’s

hidden in my school rucksack. If people see me in a



felt cap in Exby, they’ll laugh their heads of f! I'll put it
on when | get there.

“You're right, Vida.” Mum smiles, her eyes twinkling.
“Baby K is looking dashing this morning.”

There she goes again, calling me “Baby K” in public.
Yes, even though I'm eleven and starting secondary
school, Mum still sees me as her baby. It's sooo
embarrassing. Already, because of my shorter-than-
average height, low-cropped hair and round, dimpled
face, people think I'm younger than my age. So
Mum’s nickname doesn’t help! | did ask her once to
stop calling me that, but when she said, “It's a term
of endearment, Kofi,” | just sighed and went quiet. |
can't stand up to Mum. | hate it when she’s upset or
angry with me, so | just do what she wants me to do.

“It’s lovely to see a young man presenting himself
so well.” Auntie Vida looks at Mum. “You've done such
a good job with Kofi, Evelyn .. and you're looking
lovely too.”

Mum smiles with her whole face. “Oh, thank you,”
she says in the high-pitched voice that comes out

when she’s pleased. She moves her body from side to
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side to allow her friend to have a good look at her red
skirt and matching lacy top. Mum is short and likes to
squeeze herself into clothes that are a bit too small
for her. Plus, you always know she’s going somewhere
special when she tries to make herself look taller by
wearing high heels and having a high hairstyle. Today,
she has on black high-heeled boots and has styled
her straightened hair into a big beehive thing. | can
smell the flowery perfume she normally wears to go
to church. All of this to take me to my new school.
She is sooo over the top!

“You must be off somewhere special,” Auntie Vida
says.

“Kofi is starting Year Seven at Nunford School
today,” Mum says proudly, making sure the other
passengers hear her.

And they do. People start staring and whispering.

“Of course!” says Auntie Vida. “Eh, Kofi. Starting
Nunford School today. You're putting Exby on the
map.”

Really?

“Congratulations, my sister.” The tall Black man



standing next to Mum leans over. ‘| knew your son
looked familiar. He was in the paper, wasn't he?”

“Yes, he was,” says Mum, smiling.

“Good on him. | wish you all the best, son,” the man
says, looking at me.

Feeling like | have to say something, | mumble,
“Thank you.”

“Thank you so much,” says Mum, her smile even
bigger than before.

Mum, Auntie Vida and the tall man carry on talking
about the futurel could have. | know going to Nunford
School is a big deal, but do they have to go on and on
about it?

Luckily, the man gets off at the next bus stop and |
hear Auntie Vida say, “Are you working today, Evelyn?
| was going to pass by after my shift to see if you
could squeeze mein.”

“I'll be working from late morning,” replies Mum. “I've
a few appointments booked in, but you're welcome
to come after work, if you're happy to wait.”

Mum will never turn away a client. It's a sign of

how much this means to her that she isn't starting
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work at her usual time of 8.30. Our living room
in the flat doubles up as Mum’s hair salon. From
morning till evening, she has clients, mostly from our
neighbourhood, coming in and out.

Dad could have brought me in his car but he had an
early appointment today installing someone’s boiler.
He's a self-employed gas engineer.

‘Emmanuel, you go to work. I'll take him,” Mum had
insisted.

Mum is still busy chatting, so | guess we're not
looking for a place to sit any more. At least the other
passengers are no longer looking at me and my
stomach is calming down. | gaze out of the window
at the Exby tower blocks and terraced houses as the
bus moves from one stop to another. When | start
to see swanky flats and large, fancy houses, | know
we've reached Nunford. I've only been to Nunford
five times and that includes the days | did the exam
and the headmaster’s interview. | swear, you must be
loaded to live here. Everything looks so expensive. |
bet everybody who lives here owns their own home.

| actually know four people who own their homes
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and they're my grandparents. Mum’s parents in
Ghana, Nana and Grandpa, had their two-storey
house built for them in Accra. Dad’s parents, Gran and
Grandad, sold their council flat when they retired and
now live in a bungalow by the sea. Other than them,
everyone else | know rents like us.

Nunford and Exby may be on the same bus route
but that’s all they have in common. Look at all the
different shops, restaurants and coffee shops here.

It definitely puts Exby to shame, but .. | still love
living there.

A glimpse of a white building at the end of the
high street makes me swallow hard. In what seems
like no time at all, the bus is in front of a large gated
entrance, with a big white sign on the side. Nunford
School is written in black letters with a crest of
something that looks like an eagle above and some
Latin words that | cant even pronounce below. |
glance at Mum, still chatting, not even noticing where
we are.

‘Mum,” | say. “We need to get of f.”

“Oh! Look at me now. | nearly missed the stop,” she
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says, hurriedly pressing the button on the metal pole
near her.

A moment later, the bus jerks to a standstill at
the bus stop just past the school gate. We step out
into the sunshine and a welcome breeze. | swear, the
air smells different here - more ... fresh. Mum waves
goodbye to her friend as the bus moves on and we
walk towards the gate.

At the sight of the school, we both stop. The
long, winding drive leads to huge, grand buildings,
surrounded by extensive green grounds. It looks like
something out of a film and .. even more intimidating
than | remember. My head starts pounding.

Mum says, “Look at it, Baby K. This is your school
now. When you go to a school like this, the world
is your oyster. You can become a doctor, lawyer,
politician, even prime minister.”

| glance at her, not saying a word. Thanks, Mum!
Talk about laying on the pressure!

“We better hurry. You don’t want to be late on your
first day,” Mum says.

“Are you coming down the drive as well? | thought

15



we were going to say bye here,” | say, panicked. If
Mum walks down with me, | just know that shell
get emotional in front of all those people and I'll be
embarrassed. ‘| can walk by myself, Mum.”

“What do you mean?” says Mum. “Of course I'm
walking with you.” She strides of f down the pavement
next to the drive, leaving me no choice but to follow
her.

Apart from a frizzy-haired girl already halfway
down the pavement, | can't see anyone else walking.
Car after car swishes past us, stopping in front of
the white, double-fronted main school building for
children to pop out and climb up the grand stairs to
the massive wooden entrance door.

We've only been walking a few minutes when | see
Mum starting to hobble in her high-heeled boots.
Clearly they were meant for posing and not standing
all the way here on the bus and then walking. Why
did she wear those silly boots anyway? A large silver
Mercedes drives past and two white boys in the back
point at Mum and laugh. That’s it!

“‘Mum,” | say, catching her up. “Thank you for
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walking down with me but | can see that your feet
are hurting.” Mum shakes her head and opens her
mouth, but | quickly add, “Let’s just say bye here. I'll
continue walking down and you can go back to catch
the bus. Otherwise, your feet will be killing you and
how will you stand to do people’s hair?”

Mum is quiet for a bit before reaching out for my
face and kissing me on both cheeks. | cringe but say
nothing.

“All right, Baby K, you have a point,” she says.
“Thank you for thinking about me.”

Relieved, | nod and smile, willing her to start walking
back.

“Make sure you apply yourself today and work very
hard so that they know you mean business.”

“Yes, Mum. | promise,” | say.

“You've made me so proud, Baby K" she says, this
time with tears in her eyes. Oh no!

‘I need to get going, Mum, so I'm not late.
Remember?” | say. “Bye.” | start walking quickly down
the drive before Mum starts crying and making

a scene. When | glance back, it’s a relief to see her
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heading towards the gate. | love Mum but she’s too
much!

At the foot of the grand stairs, | stop and stare
at the children in grey tweed pounding up the steps
to the main school building. A sinking feeling washes
over me. | can't see any other Black people! | suddenly
wish | was starting St Vincent this morning with
Charlie instead. Id fit into St Vincent. There are all
kinds of kids there. Here, | already stick out like a sore
thumb.

But, remembering Dad’s words, | slowly make my
way up the steps with my rucksack in my hand,
muttering “Carpe diem” to myself over and over
again.

“Where is your cap, young man?” says a deep male
voice.

Startled, my head jerks round to see the pale-faced
headteacher, Mr Fortesque, looming large with his
thinning brown hair and his Harry Potter-like cloak
by the entrance door. Oh, the hat! Oh no, | forgot to
put it on!

“Sorry, sir, it's in my bag,” | say, bending over to
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hurriedly pull it out.

“Itismeant tobe onyourhead,” replies Mr Fortesque.

| shove the hat on my head. “Sorry, sir,” | say.

“Your felt cap must be worn until you step inside,”
he says, gesturing to the main school building. “Since
it is your first day here, Master Obeng, | will not give
you a punishment. But if it happens again, you will
get detention. The uniform policy must always be
adhered to.”

“Yes, sir,” | say, surprised he remembers my name
and that he’s making such a fuss about a hat. Still,
being told of f by the headteacher on my first morning
isn't exactly a great start.

“I'm sure things will all fall into place soon, Master
Obeng,” Mr Fortesque adds, the sides of his mouth
lifting into some kind of smile.

I'm not so sure.

“‘Master Roberts,” he calls out through the open
front door to a lanky, dark-haired, older-looking boy
standing in the hall a little way away, next to a group
of six children. One of them looks like the frizzy-

haired girl who was walking ahead of me on the drive.
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She has her head down and looks uncomfortable.
Maybe she’s new like me. Near her, a tallish curly-
haired, tanned boy stares at me before exchanging
a smug smirk with the stocky ginger-haired boy next
to him. Are they laughing at me? They look like the
boys in the back of the silver Mercedes.

“This is Master Obeng,” says Mr Fortesque to the
dark-haired boy. “Please add him to the group of Year
Sevens that you are in charge of.”

“Yes, Mr Fortesque,” the boy replies.

“Master Obeng, if youd kindly join Master Roberts,
he will take you to your form room.”

“Thank you, sir,” | say.

“Oh, and welcome to Nunford School.”

Yeah. Some welcome.
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