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CHAPTER 1

‘Five minutes left, please, everyone …’

Nova Clarke’s eyes roamed over the block of neat handwriting on the page in front of her – and the empty space below it. She’d done her best, but she had a feeling she hadn’t exactly aced this exam. She’d given her mate Gemma an exaggerated eye-roll when the girl had actually gestured to the moderator that she had run out of space in her answer booklet! Gem had chuckled softly even as she continued her determined scribbling.

Now, as Nova folded her exam paper, she exhaled in relief. Last one! Well, last GCSE anyway – she fully anticipated years more examinations to come. A levels, and then she knew her mum and dad were expecting her to follow in her brother Otis’ footsteps in aiming for that degree neither of her parents had achieved. Not to mention the fact that environmental science, the only field she was kind of interested in to getting into, would probably require even more study than that! The gust of another sigh ruffled the pages on the desk in front of her, and Nova grabbed a scrap of paper, subtly jotting down a lyric prompt she planned to add into her notebook later.

Endings and beginnings, ambitions and realities …

She knew that environmental scientists didn’t usually have a sideline as singer-songwriters, but that job had a bit less ‘pipe dream’ written all over it, and she really did have a passion for conserving the planet’s resources. Besides, just thinking about actually sharing her own music and lyrics made her shiver with embarrassment.

‘Time!’

A palpable fug of relief lifted off the students in the hall, and Nova grinned at Gemma. Her friend flopped her head on to the desk dramatically despite clearly having ‘flying colours’ whipping past her, then sat up and scraped back her chair along with all the other students. They both silently handed in their exam papers before bursting through the doors into the cacophony of noise in the corridor.

‘Goodbye, Milton-Lloyd Grammar!’ Gem yelled.

‘Err, Gemma Aidoo, please keep your ebullience to a minimum,’ the moderator, Ms Hartford, called after them, and Gemma rolled her eyes.

‘Ebullience? Ugh. I cannot wait to ditch this place.’

Nova laughed. ‘Babe, it’s hardly goodbye, remember. We’re going to be back for sixth form in, like, two and a half months?’

‘Don’t remind me.’ Gemma suddenly paused by their lockers, reaching up to place a hand on top of her head. She gestured to Nova to do the same. Gemma’s expensive, Beyoncé-inspired wavy auburn weave was pulled back from her face with a conservative navy-blue headband that matched their uniforms. Nova frowned in confusion for a second, then grinned and reached for the elastic hairband that held her own thin dreadlocks back in a neat ponytail.

‘Ready? One … two … three!’ Gemma said, and they both whipped their hair free of its confines. ‘Who gon’ stop me, huh?’ she added through her mirth, quoting B’s husband.

Nova only knew that from the umpteen online mixes Gemma had sent her while trying to convince her that hip-hop was better than ‘that jazzy, woe-is-me stuff you’re always listening to’. But still, she joined in with her friend’s relieved laughter. One thing Nova definitely wasn’t going to miss over the summer was being told how to wear her hair.

She and Gemma quickly grabbed their bags from their lockers, then linked arms and followed the crowd of their classmates towards the freedom of the open doors at the school’s exit. A group of their friends was congregating by the gates, basking in the warm sunshine of early summer, and Nova could already tell they were formulating a plan for post-exam decompression.

‘Gemma Aidoo-believe! Super-Nova!’ They were greeted by the always-grinning Clive Black, who had fashioned his school tie into a jaunty scarf-arrangement around his neck, and was perched on the wall by the gates. ‘So, on a scale of one to ten, how painful was that last question?’ he enquired as they got closer.

‘Bru-tal!’ Gemma agreed, as Nova shrugged her own reply.

Then she nudged Gem and chuckled. ‘Oh, OK, Ms Can I get an extra piece of paper!’

But even after making it all the way to their final GCSEs with her classmates, Nova still felt like a bit of an outsider. Sure, they had all taken the entrance exams to get into their prestigious grammar school, but she was the only one in their group of friends who had a thirty-plus-minute commute to get there. The rest of them were already expected to do well, and their postcodes were generally within spitting distance of the school in this leafy, well-off corner of south London. It often felt a world away from Nova’s family flat in Brixton, even if her local area was going through its own gentrification.

‘Guys, we’re heading to the park to eat our body weight in ice cream before Sasha’s party tonight,’ Tiegen Choi, one of the other girls in the group, announced. ‘Nova, Gem, you’re in, yeah?’

Nova smiled and was about to respond in the affirmative – an obscenely huge 99 with extra strawberry sauce sounded pretty good right now! But then she spotted an all-too familiar, all-too fun-sapping figure heading in their direction out of the corner of her eye.

‘Nate! Yes, mate!’ Clive called, launching himself from the wall and jogging over to the approaching tall, handsome boy to smack palms and pull him into a half-hug. Nathan Kahale-Turner, star of their rugby team, and top of their class, second only to Gemma. He was a young Jason Momoa-lookalike – and the boy who was the architect of the giant crack right down the centre of Nova’s heart. Two months had hardly been time enough to heal it, that was for certain.

‘Coming to the park?’ she heard Clive enquire, making her stomach sink.

‘Err, yeah, I’ve just got to hang back for a sec. Mandy forgot something in her locker,’ came Nate’s reply.

Fan-tastic.

Truth be told, Nova had been constantly surprised by her romantic relationship with Nate. And the surprise wasn’t because of him being a stickler for unexpected gifts or uttering super-sweet nothings out of the blue. Confident as Nova was in herself, Nate had always seemed an unlikely match for her. He was popular, massively competitive, and loved having people hanging off his every word, smile or salutation. Nova’s natural inclination was to forge her own path, and that had meant she’d actively tried to avoid his charms. And he definitely had a lot of them …

But her attitude towards him had seemed to intrigue Nate, and before she knew it, he’d fully turned his attentions to winning her over. It didn’t exactly require too much persuasion – the boy had banter for days and a grin that made her melt, in spite of Nova’s attempts to ignore him. He’d finally asked her out six months ago, and as their relationship grew, she had ended up well and truly smitten. On that first date, he’d taken her to a super-fancy Japanese restaurant and winked as he laid one large hand over the prices on the menu. ‘Ignore those. Get anything you like, beautiful …’

He’d taken the time to read one of her favourite books just so they could talk about it afterwards. For his sixteenth birthday party, Nate had booked out the whole of the restaurant Nova’s family ran, even though she knew that his high-flying parents must have baulked at the idea of a party in the little West African-Caribbean fusion restaurant in the heart of Brixton. And he’d do little things, like avoid holding her hand in the cinema and instead only entwine their little fingers, because he knew Nova found it distracting otherwise. He bought her herb plants instead of flowers because ‘they were more useful’. He kissed like an absolute dream …

That dream had turned into a nightmare when Nova had caught sight of a message flashing up on Nate’s phone a couple of months ago. They had been in their favourite dessert place for some supposed study-leave cramming, but mainly sharing way too many slices of cake. Nova had felt blissfully happy, not just from the sugar rush but from being with a guy she’d thought might actually be The One. And then when Nate got up to go to the loo, his mobile phone screen had illuminated with the words that would lead her to heartbreak.

Yeh, obviously. Promise nobody will find out. Tho I can’t lie, I’m waiting for you to come to your senses & dump her for me ;)

The name above the message? Amanda Curtis. A girl who had made no secret of her dislike for Nova. As Nate had made his way back to the table, smiling at Nova, he’d seen the expression on her face, then followed her gaze down to his phone and its bombshell display.

‘I wasn’t looking at it,’ Nova had said softly. ‘It was just hard to miss.’

Nate had swiped the phone off the table quickly, but the guilt all over his face was impossible to mask. Nova had barely been able to stand his half-hearted excuses, and then he’d taken one deep breath and said, ‘To be honest, I’ve been thinking for a while that this hasn’t really been working out … and then when we were all round at Finn’s the other night …’

She’d tuned out as he’d haltingly detailed his encounter with Amanda. Even as he spoke, the irony was that Nova had felt guilty herself. Guilty for thinking, even for a moment, that if she hadn’t had the kind of background that required her to work an emergency shift at the family restaurant, she would have been in Finn’s fancy conservatory that night too, hanging out with their classmates. Then Nate never would have had the chance to end up canoodling with Amanda blinking Curtis. Would he?

Nova had stormed out of the café, trying to hide her tears. But there had been no hiding them only a measly week and a half later, when Nate had decided that lunchtime in the packed school canteen was the perfect time to debut his brand-new relationship with the very girl he’d cheated on Nova with.

She felt sick just thinking about the level of humiliation she’d experienced …

Gemma caught Nova’s eye now, and then sliced hers towards Nate, invisible daggers flying. ‘Yeah, we’ll come with, as long as you lot are heading there, like, right now?’ she said to Tiegen pointedly. ‘Otherwise we could catch you at the party later …’

‘Thank you,’ Nova mouthed to Gem while the girls had a quick discussion.

‘No worries, hon,’ Gemma whispered, then paused and fluffed up her hair in a manner Nova could tell was meant to be nonchalant. ‘Unless, of course, you would rather just head back to yours? You know, maybe we could grab some food and hang out. Um, by the way, is Otis back from that trip to Bristol … ?’

She knew why her friend was asking. ‘Nah, let’s go to the park for a bit,’ Nova said with a grin. Even if Gem hadn’t ever come out and said it, Nova thought it was plainly obvious that she fancied her older brother something chronic. The girl had practically memorised Otis’ college timetable so that she could always be around at the opportune moment to sashay about in front of him!

To Nova’s relief some of the girls from their group decided to head to the park, leaving Nate and Clive behind.

‘That idiot is fully not worth worrying about anyway,’ Gemma reiterated for the hundredth time, linking arms with Nova, who nodded half-heartedly. She knew it was true, but the whole thing still hurt. She was glad when they caught up with the others and talk turned to summer plans as they queued up at the ice-cream van idling at the entrance to the park.

‘My mum got me an internship at the paper,’ Tiegen was saying, ‘which is cool, but I’m sure it’ll be mainly making journos cups of tea and that.’ She was playing it down massively, Nova knew – Tiegen’s mother was the deputy editor of a massive national newspaper, after all.

‘How about you, Gem?’ one of the others, Ruth, asked, sucking on a disturbingly bright-blue ice lolly.

Nova busied herself telling the man in the ice-cream van her order as Gemma replied.

‘Well, bits and bobs really. At least I get two holidays, what with going to Hong Kong with Mum and Mexico with Dad. I’m just hoping his new gold-digger girlfriend isn’t going to be there, too …’ She muttered the last part under her breath, and Nova glanced at her friend. She knew Gemma was having some weirdness with her dad starting to date again. He’d cheated on Gem’s mum, which had caused the divorce, and Nova’s friend definitely did not approve of this new woman in his life. Still, Gemma sounded more genuinely upbeat as she clapped her hands on Nova’s shoulders, making her Flake wobble dangerously. ‘And obviously I’ll be hanging out with this one! We’re heading to Island Rocks Festival next week. It’s going to be ah-mazing!’

‘Jealous!’ Ruth replied. ‘Actually, didn’t you say you’re heading to a few festivals this summer with your family, Nov?’

Nova flipped her locs out of the way, and pulled the chocolate bar eagerly from her ice cream, before biting into it. ‘Yeah,’ she replied, then chuckled as the delicate curls of chocolate crumbled away down her front. ‘My parents run a food truck, so we travel all around the country over the summer usually.’

‘Sick!’ Tiegen said as they all flopped down under the shade of an oak tree.

Nova shrugged. ‘Yeah, it’s pretty cool, but I’ve got to work most of the time.’ She knew the other girls rarely had to work unless it was at a CV-enhancing internship like Tiegen’s, but she did her best not to begrudge their privilege. Even Gemma was the daughter of a wealthy Ghanaian businessman and his architect wife – well, ex-wife. Still, Nova loved her family’s place, despite the restaurant business being less than glamorous and often quite tough. Her parents had kept their establishment afloat through thick and thin. But while the culinary arts were her mum’s true passion, Nova had seen the disappointment in her dad sometimes. Deep down, he’d wanted to make it as a musician, but it hadn’t worked out. Maybe that was part of why Nova was so shy of her own musical ambitions.

As she finished off her ice cream, Nova was certain of one more plan for her summer and for the rest of the year, and beyond! She was not planning to be humiliated by Nathan – or any boy – ever again.

And speak of the devil, she could see him and Clive heading towards their group now, and someone else was with them. Nate was clutching Amanda’s hand, and even at this distance, Nova could see the smug smile on her face. As they approached, Amanda leaned up to plant a sloppy kiss on Nate’s lips, making him stumble a bit awkwardly.

‘Ugh, subtlety personified,’ Gemma muttered, scrunching up the plastic wrapper of her ice pop after she sucked up the last of its contents. ‘Right, ladies,’ she announced, ‘me and Nov are going to duck out, I reckon.’

‘Fair enough,’ Tiegen muttered, shaking her head sympathetically. ‘See you later, yeah?’

Nova stood up, trying to give off a positive, unbothered air as Nate and the others got closer. ‘Yeah, see you later, guys,’ she said, picking up her bag. She avoided Nate’s eye as they passed one another, though he had the decency to look a bit sheepish. Gem kissed her teeth, and Nova couldn’t help a smile at her friend’s open hostility towards her ex-boyfriend. She knew Gemma would do anything for her, and she was massively grateful to have a best mate like her.

‘D’you know what?’ Gemma asked suddenly, as though a light bulb had gone off in her mind. ‘Maybe we need to find you a little summer fling at one of these festivals!’

Nova shook her head, her dreadlocks whipping her cheeks with emphasis as they headed towards the bus stop. ‘Nope. No way. I’m done with boys this summer, Gem. I’m just looking forward to getting the heck out of London for a bit. Everywhere I look, there they seem to be,’ she said, ignoring Gemma’s exasperated sigh.

Nova didn’t add that she kind of wanted to use the summer free of studying and Nate to compose her own songs, even if she was reluctant about sharing them with anyone just yet. Maybe if she found time to write a few more, she’d get the confidence to perform them one day. ‘I might even give Sasha’s party a miss,’ she added.

‘Whoa whoa whoa, hon,’ Gemma replied, holding up a jazzily manicured hand in Nova’s face. ‘No man is going to throw a spanner in the works of your social life, OK? Listen, I’ll see you later. We don’t want to get there too early anyway. I’m coming to yours at eight-thirty with a selection of ensembles and we’ll get ready together.’

Nova laughed, knowing there was absolutely no sense in arguing. ‘OK, fine. But please try not to bring your whole wardrobe, G?’

‘Zero promises,’ Gemma replied with a grin, just as Nova’s bus pulled up to the stop. ‘Laters!’
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