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‘A real ode to the power of creativity, and the way grief can shape our worlds - both real and imaginary’

L.D. Lapinski, author of The Strangeworlds Travel Agency

‘The middle grade book everyone's going to be obsessed with this summer’

Louie Stowell, author of Loki

‘A resonant story on childhood grief, wrapped in vivid imagination, beautiful poetry and compelling characters’

Tomi Oyemakinde

‘A book I desperately needed growing up, a heartfelt wondrous book that showcases the sensitivity of an imaginative British-Nigerian child'

Maria Motunrayo Adebisi

‘A fantastic, honest and uplifting exploration of grief’ Louise Finch, author of The Eternal Return of Clara Hart

‘With a debut like this, I can’t wait for Rachel Faturoti’s next release’

Renee Gooding

‘A fantastic take on grief and how to deal with it’

Jamie-Lee Turner
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Chapter One

Monday

‘Isaiah!’ Dad calls from somewhere in the flat. ‘Isaiah! Time to get up for school. I’ve got a surprise for you!’

A notification pops up on my phone with a video. Memory from three years ago. Firming our frosty flat, my hand slips out from under the covers to play the video.

‘Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to Isaiah! Happy birthday to you!’ the crowd of my friends and family shout as the glow from my ten birthday candles light up my face.

‘Go on, make a wish, Isaiah,’ Mum says.

‘I don’t believe in wishes.’ Impatiently, I blow out the candles. ‘And I’ve already got everything I want.’

Dad reveals another present from behind his back. ‘Not everything. I hope you like it, son.’

I tear off the shiny blue wrapping paper. ‘Yes! You got me Lio the Robot.’

‘I knew he’d love it,’ Mum whispers to Dad.

I shiver, tugging on my worn-out grey dressing gown over my jumper. I sink deeper under my thin bedcovers.

‘Have you switched on the boiler yet?’ He doesn’t reply. ‘Dad?’

When I don’t get an answer, I slide out of my single bed, feeling the cold through the layers of clothes.

Our flat doesn’t have many pictures on the walls, even though we moved in a year ago. We’re still ‘settling in’, but, if I’m being honest, we don’t have much to settle with. It takes me seconds to walk from my bedroom to the closed white living-room door. Our flat is tiny.

‘Dad, are you in there?’ I ask, peeking through the keyhole as he moves past in his black coat with the odd button.

Dad thinks he’s surprising me, but I saw the Savers bag with the birthday balloons hidden behind the small TV I tried to fix yesterday.

‘Just one second, son.’ Dad’s voice travels through the thin walls.

‘How’s your back?’ I question, jiggling the cold metal handle.

‘It’s … great.’

‘Really?’

Dad chuckles. ‘You got me. It’s better today.’

The door flies open.

‘But today isn’t about me. It’s about you.’ Dad’s body stiffens slightly in the doorway. He tugs at his overgrown beard. ‘Happy thirteenth birthday, son! Make a wish.’ A small cupcake with icing rests in his hand. I didn’t believe in wishes before, but I do now.

‘Thanks, Dad.’ I tug my dressing gown tighter around my body, marching forward. ‘I know what I’m gonna wish for.’

I wish that Dad and I get more money so we can afford things and that Mum moves back from Berlin after she finishes her architecture programme.

‘I’ve got another surprise for you,’ Dad says, limping away from the door.

Except for the red birthday banner and the balloon, our living room is exactly the same, with Dad’s lumpy second-hand pull-out sofa bed, the small, rocky wooden side table Dad made and the tiny box TV.

I pick up the large, wrapped present with a birthday card stuck to the front. I open the card first.

How many Isaiahs does it take to screw in a lightbulb? None, because Isaiah invented it. Happy birthday, son.

I tear the wrapping paper. There are three second-hand books: one on inventions, one ‘how to fix it’ guide and another on how things like 3D printers work.

The last present is a mini whiteboard. I’d wished for a tablet, but I don’t say that obviously.

‘And that’s not all,’ he adds. ‘After we get your hair done at your uncle’s, I’m taking you to eat at Fucchinis.’

‘What? Is that it? No dinosaur?’ I say, keeping a straight face.

Dad ruffles my hair, laughing. ‘Always the jokester.’

‘Fucchinis is cool.’ I hug him. ‘Thanks, Dad, but how did you get the mon—’

‘It’s your birthday,’ he replies, smiling, but I know he’s managing the pain. ‘I did what I needed to do. And this also came for you.’

It must be from Mum.

Dad’s short black locs flop around as he picks up the card left on his sofa bed.

I prise the card out of his hand, looking around him for the drone. ‘Did it come with anything else?’

Dad shakes his head. ‘No, just this.’

‘Oh,’ I say.

‘Why?’ Dad frowns. ‘Did your mother promise you something?’

‘It’s all right, Dad.’

Mum promised she’d get me a drone for my big thirteenth birthday and not just any drone, but the DR4X. The king of drones. Mum always keeps her promises when it comes to getting my birthday presents – plus I told her about the drone months ago.

I take the card out of the envelope.


To Isaiah, my smart son,

Happy 13th birthday! I’m so sorry I can’t be there with you, but I’m there in spirit and hopefully I’ll be able to come to Shepten once I’ve settled.

Love, your mum.



‘Go and get ready for school,’ Dad says, sitting down carefully on the sofa as the sweat builds around his hairline. ‘I don’t need you to be late – again.’

‘We’ve got a late special assembly today,’ I half lie. ‘Let’s do those stretching exercises you learnt at physio first.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ Dads asks, shooting me a glance. ‘Because I didn’t get a message from school about the assembly being late.’

Dad tugs at the end of my messy cornrows.

‘All right, it’s not late,’ I admit.

‘We always have to tell each other the truth,’ he replies. ‘It’s just us two.’

It went from three: Mum, Dad and me to us two. When they separated two years ago, Mum got her own place, and I saw her all the time, but now she’s in Berlin studying and I don’t see her.

‘We can just do one exercise then,’ I offer.

I unfurl the yoga mat on the floor and Dad lies back on it with his legs stretched out in front of him. ‘Just one exercise, Isaiah.’

‘Are you ready?’ I ask, and he nods as I take one of his legs, bending it towards his body as the other leg stays flat against the mat. I can feel how stiff Dad’s muscles are. ‘How does that feel? Tight?’

‘Yes,’ he murmurs between breaths. ‘You shouldn’t be … doing this for me.’

‘Breathe.’ I grip behind the knee. ‘Go.’ Dad pushes against my hands for five seconds. He strains, gasping through his teeth before pausing. ‘Well done, Dad.’ I slowly move his knee closer to his chest and hold for a few seconds before doing the same stretch to the other leg. ‘Done.’

‘Thanks, son.’ He sits on the sofa, resting his feet on the floor.

‘Don’t you have a job interview today?’ I say, rolling the mat up.

‘Yes, I do. It’s an admin role for a construction company, working from home. I can manage a few hours here and there.’

‘You’re going to smash it.’

‘It’s not the best, but it’ll do for now.’ He nudges me with his slipper. ‘Time for you to go and get ready.’

Leaving Dad, I go straight to the boiler and rotate the switch, but nothing happens. With my hand shoved right in the back, I open the boiler valves and hear the water filling up. The spinning black arrow for the pressure twitches until it reaches a certain number. I close the valves and switch the boiler on.

I brush my teeth and shower at the same time; we don’t waste water. The mould at the corner of the shower grows every day like liquid seeping into paper. I scrub it away, but it comes back every time. Our landlord blames it on our flat being Victorian, but it’s because there’s no bathroom fan and the window doesn’t open. He won’t pay to fix anything.

Spitting out the toothpaste, the water mixes with it, dyeing it blue as it swirls down the drain like a mini tornado. ‘I’m done!’

In a minute, I’ve got on my white shirt, black trousers, blazer, and striped tie that I shorten.

Me: Hi mum. are u awake? is the drone almost here???

‘Isaiah!’ Kieran shouts from outside the flat.

I walk out of the door and lean over the landing. I can only see the top of Kieran’s curly high top as he bends down to tie the laces on his school shoes.

‘Kieran!’

‘Happy birthday!’ he shouts as he lifts his head up. ‘You need to hurry up if you wanna go on my scooter before school.’

Kieran rests on his new Pure Wind second-generation electric scooter with the blue ambient lights at the bottom, regenerative braking technology, USB charging port and up to 8.5 hours charge time.

I close the front door and rummage through the empty kitchen cupboards, find the last pack of oats for Dad and mix them with water from the tap. I count down two minutes on the microwave.

The hot bowl burns my hand as I take it out without a cloth. I’m running out of scooter time. I put the bowl with a spoon inside on the side table. ‘Good luck with the interview.’

‘Thanks,’ he replies, lifting his head up. ‘Have a great day at school! We’ll continue your birthday celebrations afterwards.’
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Divided by time,
united by hope ...
can the past change
their future?
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