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Chapter 1


Vicious wind snaked over the playground of Jeremy Boys Secondary School, a school for eleven to sixteen year olds situated in the inner parts of East London. Not a soul in the building knew who Jeremy was, the man the school was named after. Not a picture of him phased the school halls, and not a document existed pinpointing who the founder was.  
But there was one Jeremy on campus. A year eleven bully, with a mean face, muscles that rippled whenever he bunched his arms, and a voice that could send even a police constable running for the hills.
As the wind coursed its path from the heavens through the clouds, parting the tufts of white and grey on the way, and tackled those loitering in the playground during lunchtime, Adil Munir stumbled across the grassy patch hidden in the playground’s corner, away from prying eyes.
That particular Jeremy who everyone did know towered over him, with two of his cronies, one on either side, and a mean smile flashed on Jeremy’s face.
“Look who it is,” Jeremy said, crossing his arms. That boy knew what the muscles did to threaten people, and duly, Adil felt his knees shiver and body tremble.
Jeremy had accosted him shortly after break started. Adil was speaking with his only friend in the entire school since he’d enrolled in year seven, a boy named Fahad. Fahad lagged behind in some of their classes, however, and needed to stay back at lunchtime so the teachers could help him catch up. 
Adil separated from Fahad at Mr. Johnson’s maths classroom, and then sped through the school corridors to the playground. He thought he’d evaded Jeremy’s sight, slinking into the shadows so he could enjoy the lunch break without facing a six foot behemoth.
But he hadn’t. And now Adil had to pay the price.
I wish Fahad was here, Adil thought, staring up at the approaching Jeremy. Jeremy wouldn’t do this if he was here.
Adil wasn’t weak, but Jeremy made him feel so. Adil’s mother constantly told him not to cave in to the bully’s demands, to always fight back, and to tell a teacher when necessary. 
But his mother wasn’t a schoolkid, and certainly wasn’t Adil. Fighting back meant losing the fight—an even worse humiliation than simply taking a beating. If there was one thing worse than failing, it was failing after trying hard not to.
The second option, telling a teacher, didn’t bode well, either. Whilst Adil had no doubt the teachers in the school would attempt to discipline the nasty Jeremy, that would only incite the bully’s ire even more.
Instead of staving off the worst of the bullying, Jeremy would only double his efforts.
The playground was quiet, desolate, almost, with bodies of other students far in the distance, chatter dimming as it floated towards Adil, as if affording Jeremy the time and space and peace to dish out the worst of his punishments.
“You’ve got lunch money,” Jeremy said. A fact, since Adil did. Jeremy stretched a beady hand out, and Adil eyed the veins popping on the back of Jeremy’s palm. “Give it. Now.”
Adil glanced at Jeremy, then at the gate lingering beside them, green in colour, at least thrice Adil’s height, made of twisting metal. Leaving the school during term time was a punishable offence—the punishment being a week of detention. But Adil’s mother had given him the last lunch money for that year, since summer holiday began the next week. 
Adil wasn’t about to give up that money for nothing. Especially as he planned to miss lunch both today and tomorrow, in order to buy his mother a present.
“No,” Adil said, shaking his head.
Jeremy’s eyes twitched, anger pulsing a vein on his forehead. “You wanna say that again, jackass?”
Confidence surged in Adil’s veins, lifting his chest up and causing his voice to appear strong.
“I’m not giving it.”
“That’s it,” Jeremy said, clenching the fist that had previously been held out. He turned to his two cronies, one on either side, similarly mean-faced boys with the emotional intelligence of a spoon bent out of shape. “You know what to do.”
For a moment, the wind that had been slashing the air stilled. The clouds parted to reveal the summer sun beaming through the gaps in the white. Instead of the typical, warm grace of the rays of summer, Adil felt the heat batter his body. Sweat formed across his hairline and he swiped it off. More sweat joined the fray, however, and a bead trickled down Adil’s spine.
He stepped backwards. But a twig crunched underfoot, causing him to flinch involuntarily. 
“See that?” Jeremy laughed. “He’s scared of his own bloody foot.” He levelled a glare at Adil. “Just hand over the money, and we won’t touch you. I swear.”
“What do you need the money for?” Adil asked, attempting to inject hardness into his voice. But, being twelve years old and yet to hit puberty, he squeaked at the end of the question.
Jeremy, for the briefest second, looked shocked, as if he’d never been asked that question before by any one of his victims. But the expression vanished as soon as it arrived, and the narrowed eyes and venomous sneer returned.
The first crony, whom Adil referred to as Musty because of the thin moustache lining the boy’s upper lip, lunged forward and swept a hand to grab Adil.
There was a third option, of course, that Adil’s mother failed to mention whenever Adil told her of another incident and she attempted, as all good adults did, to offer a foolproof solution. His mother had told him to tell a teacher, or to stage a fight back.
But the third option was the one Adil favoured, most of the time. Almost all of the time, actually.
Run.
Adil shoved himself under Musty’s swipe and bolted to the fence on the other side. His hands grabbed at the green metal, which seeped cold into his fingers and into his heart. 
A glance back told him Jeremy, Musty, and the third crony—aptly named Lanky because of his thinness and height—were slow in chase. They leisurely stalked Adil, as if knowing he wouldn’t be able to climb the fence. As if knowing they’d get the lunch money like it was their God-given right.
Adil wouldn’t wait to find out. He snuck a foot onto a gap in the metal, before using all the strength in his arms and back and legs to pull himself up an inch. Despite having only climbed for a few seconds, his body pained like he’d been scaling for hours.
Another grab at the metal above him rattled the fence. Adil climbed higher, the ground beneath him growing smaller and smaller. He glanced up, realised there was another six feet or so before he reached the top.
If Adil could escape, then run home—the money was intact, and he wouldn’t face detention since no one would notice. 
A win-win.
But Jeremy and his cronies had other ideas. 
Instead of directly pulling Adil down, they gripped the fence in strong hands before shaking it violently. Adil’s balance was thrown to the galloping winds as he turned right and left, sense of direction completely deserting him. 
The fence didn’t have strong foundations, so the shivering metal threatened to send Adil flying. Jeremy and his cronies laughed, their voices attacking Adil, as if adding to the forces attempting to drag him down. 
But Adil was strong. And he was resilient. And he’d keep the money for the present he planned to give to his mother, the present he’d been saving up for months to buy.
“What’s going on here?” a voice asked. A voice Adil did not want to be hearing at the moment.
Of all the teachers to catch them, it had to be Mr. Lewis. The P.E. teacher with a knack for so-called discipline and punishing those who didn’t deserve it whilst perpetrators like Jeremy got off scot-free. 
No one said anything, silence dashing into the wind, and Adil realised hopping the fence whilst a teacher watched was a bad idea. Adil slowly descended the fence, mind succumbing to fear. Fear that, instead of bringing home a present for his mother, he’d bring home a detention card.
“Will someone please explain what just happened?” Mr. Lewis demanded. He crossed his arms over his fitness jumper and glared at them. 
Adil opened his mouth to recount the truth. 
But Jeremy beat him to it. 
“We’re just tryna stop him from climbing the fence,” Jeremy said. “You know that ain’t allowed. Isn’t that right?” He turned to his cronies, and they nodded dumbly.
“Is what he’s saying true?” Mr. Lewis asked, turning to Adil. 
Adil shook his head so hard he thought it’d snap off. “They’re…”
He remembered the second advice his mother had given him, to tell a teacher, and how that advice only made things worse. 
Adil lowered his head, voice muted.
“Well, that settles it, then,” Mr. Lewis said. He pointed to Jeremy and his two cronies. “You three get back inside, lunch is over. And you, Adil, come with me. Let’s see what your parents have to say about trying to jump the school fence, eh?”
Adil’s head remained lowered as he followed Mr. Lewis back into the school. He’d probably suffer a week or more of detentions when school reopened after the summer holiday.
But at least he’d kept the money, which jingled in his back pocket with glee as he re-entered the school halls and trudged towards the principal’s office.




Chapter 2


“But I don’t understand, Adil. How have you got a full set of detentions after the summer?” 
Adil stared at his mother as he sat on his bed, the duvet transforming into rough sandpaper digging into his backside. His mother stood before him, one hand holding her phone, where the detention card lurked in her emails, whilst the other rested on her hip. Adil’s bedroom, with its blue walls, football posters, and spaciousness, felt like it was caving him into confines resembling a prison.
He wilted under his mother’s glare, voice unwilling to speak.
“You need to give me an answer, Adil.”
It was the same day Adil had escaped the clutches of Jeremy and his gang. And now, after he’d evaded their glares and rushed home, his mother was another bully he was faced with.
“It was Jeremy’s fault,” Adil said.
His mother sighed, then sat down beside him. Adil scooted over, giving his mother the room to sit comfortably.
“You can’t blame the bullies for everything,” his mother said. “Sometimes, you have to take responsibility for yourself.”
“I wouldn’t have climbed the fence if they never made me.”
“Did they make you?” It was a rhetorical question, which Mrs. Lowen said was when someone asked a question where the answer was obvious, so the person being asked didn’t need to reply. 
Adil was already a rule-breaker, if the detentions were anything to go by. He might as well break another one whilst he was at it.
“They did make me. They were about to take my money.”
“Did they physically drag you to the fence and push you up?”
Now that was a rhetorical question Adil didn’t have an answer for.
“Exactly,” his mother continued. “You could’ve done what I always told you. Either tell a teacher, or try and fight back. Breaking school rules doesn’t solve anything.” His mother kneaded her head with a hand, her expressions turning wan. 
“But then they would’ve taken my money.”
“And the school would’ve given the money back.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “There was just no need to climb a fence. What did you plan on doing, anyway? Coming home?”
Adil kept silent. That had been his exact plan. He’d thought his mother would understand his side of the equation, understand why he’d done what he did. It wasn’t his fault. It was stupid Jeremy and his stupid friends and that stupid Mr. Lewis who didn’t see what was right in front of him.
“But I need the money,” Adil said.
“For your lunch, I know.”
“No…” But Adil stopped himself, not wishing to reveal his planned surprise. 
He wasn’t going to buy his mother the present anymore. He’d saved up for weeks, but there wasn’t a point buying a present for someone who didn’t deserve it.
Adil would enjoy a fat lunch tomorrow. He’d love every little bite of it. And he’d probably get seconds, because why not?
Now there was a rhetorical question Adil was happy to leave unanswered. 
His mother leaned forward and dropped her head into her hands. “And all this a few days before I’m due to leave for Bangladesh.”
Adil hadn’t heard that snippet of information.
“What do you mean?” he asked, alarm flaring within him. Did that mean he’d have to go to Bangladesh with her?
He’d made so many summer plans. Since he was twelve now, his mother finally let him go out on his own like he’d wanted for the last two years. Before, it was always a ‘you’re too young, Adil’ or a ‘not now, Adil’. 
But then, a few weeks prior, it had morphed into a ‘we’ll see, Adil’, before turning into a ‘fine, Adil’ after a few more days of pestering.
Adil had planned to go out almost every day with friends at the local mosque. There was a homeless drive they’d help out in, tons of events and classes they were going to go to—especially one detailing all the Islamic battles of the past. The sheikh had this way of speaking that captivated the entire audience, and made them hang off his every breath. 
And all that would be thrown into the trash for a—what?—trip to a third-world country Adil had never been to before.
“Didn’t I tell you?” his mother said, ripping Adil from his introspection. “I thought I would’ve told you about the trip already.”
Adil shook his head, eyes wide. “You didn’t say anything.”
“Well, I might as well say it now. I’m going to Bangladesh with my father.”
With Nana? That makes it a little better, at least. 
Nana was a close second to the sheikh when it came to storytelling, and he always sat Adil down and regaled him with vivid accounts of London back in the 1970s, when he’d first arrived.
"So, when's our flight?" Adil asked.
His mother glanced at him, puzzlement in her eyes. "Our?"
"We're going together, right?"
His mother shook her head, causing pangs of dread to strike Adil's heart.
Because, if he wasn't joining his mother in Bangladesh, it only meant one thing.
"You're going to be staying with your father for the summer.”
Adil's worst fears had come to life like a monster from his dreams appearing in his doorway.
His father was a no-good man who had abandoned both Adil and his mother. Early in Adil's life, his father was nowhere to be seen, with his mother and Nana the only family Adil had.
Then, a few months ago, his father had returned and attempted to make up for years of abandonment. He tried to take Adil out for dinners and lunches, tried to buy him presents when love couldn't be bought, and generally encroached on Adil's existence once more.
"But why?" Adil pleaded, staring at his mother. If he was a few years younger, he would've used his famous trick against her—doe eyes.
But they never worked anymore, since Adil was twelve now. So there was only one thing for it—to beg.
"Please, don't make me go with him," Adil said, clutching onto his mother's arm. "Please, what have I done to deserve this?"
"It's not about you. I…there's some inheritance issues in Bangladesh we need to sort out. It's not like I want to leave you behind. I just can’t take you with me on a trip this serious."
"Then why doesn't Nana stay home and I can live with him?"
Nana lived a few streets away, meaning Adil's summer plans with his mates wouldn't completely go by the wayside.
His father lived in the middle of nowhere, in a town Adil couldn't remember the name of. It was that forgettable.
"I need someone to protect me," his mother said. "It's near election times, and the country can get dangerous. And Nana knows his way around Bangladesh better than me."
Adil flopped onto his bed, defeat phasing through his every movement.
"So, I'm stuck with him for the whole summer?"
"Don’t view it like that. It's a good opportunity to get to know each other."
"He didn't want to get to know me before. I don't wanna know him now."
His mother gave a sharp look, causing Adil to turn away and burn his gaze into the tufts of cream carpet. Tufts he had the urge to rip from their roots.
"It's important that kids have both a mum and dad around," his mother said. "Especially a dad if you're a boy. I understand that now, and I didn't before."
"But I don't wanna see him," Adil said. "Don't I get a say in this?"
"No, and that's final."
Adil recognised the harsh tone his mother was using. There was no use in Adil speaking any further. His mother's mind wouldn't be swayed, no matter what he did.
"Whatever," Adil said, annoyance turning him over in bed to face the blue wall. "Can you just leave me alone?" Adil cringed at how whiny his voice came out, but his mother didn't push the issue, thankfully.
"You'll see what I mean," she said, patting his arm before leaving the room, clicking the door shut on the way out.
Adil leaned back, put his hands behind his head, and sighed.
His mother didn't understand. His father had abandoned them both. And Adil wouldn't give him a second chance.
Bullies didn't deserve them.




Chapter 3


Now that Adil was twelve years old, his mother let him trek the five-minute walk to the nearby mosque by himself. He’d pestered her for years to make the journey on his own, but she’d never let him. Always said he was too young, too green behind the ears, whatever that meant. 
But then, one day a year prior, on a glorious afternoon, she’d given her blessing. One of the best days of Adil’s short life.
That first time he’d made the journey, Adil’s gaze had marked and ticked off every road, ensuring it was safe before crossing. He felt a sense of pride expand his chest, as if establishing his growth from boy into man. And that first day, he’d met Khaled, his best friend at the mosque, and they convened every day after that for every prayer.
And today, Adil had to tell Khaled the horrible news. That Adil was going to live with his father for the summer, for at least one and a half months, and it would be the worst six weeks of his life.
“Wait, so you can’t come to the football tournament?” Khaled said, his eyes wide.
Adil shook his head. 
“And you can’t come to the paintball competition?”
Adil shook his head. 
“And what about everything else we planned?”
Adil shook his head again. 
“Sucks to be you, Adil.”
“Yeah, it does.” Adil sat in the corner of the mosque, his back flat against the chipped wall, with a harsh, white glower stunning his eyes from the light bulb overhead. The mosque held a heady scent to it, as if someone was constantly spraying air freshener to quell the smell of moulding socks.
Adil breathed in the scent, felt it taunt his taste buds.
“Wait, you’re gonna miss the iftar events, too,” Khaled said.
Iftar. Wait a second, that means—
“Ramadan’s in the summer this year, isn’t it?” Adil said. His head dropped into his hands, dread snatching his heart and drumming it a million times a second.
From his position beside Adil, back also to the wall, Khaled nodded. “This year was the year, man. So much stuff to do. They were even gonna have games competitions between iftar and taraweeh.”
“And now I’m gonna be in the middle of nowhere, probably praying with people I don’t even know.”
“You’ll be with your dad, at least.”
Adil shot him a look. “That’s not much better.”
Khaled didn’t know the full extent of Adil’s hatred for his father, but snippets of conversation over the last year had alerted Khaled to the fact that Adil’s dislike for his father ran deep into his heart, to a place Adil had yet to uncover the full reality of.
And now he had to spend an entire summer with the man.
“Well, I’ll see you for maghrib and isha, then,” Khaled said, shaking Adil’s hand. “I’ve got to head to the shop for Mum. Said she wanted some spices.”
“Buy yourself a treat along the way.”
Khaled laughed. “Too right I will. Some of those gummies are too nice.”
Adil smiled as Khaled left the mosque, before sitting back himself. His mother would be suspicious if he spent too long rotting away outside without telling her where he was. Adil sighed, stumbled to his feet, and grabbed his sandals from the shoe rack.
He stepped outside, felt the evening air strike him like stray bullets flitting in the wind. Adil battled the chill coursing over his arms as he walked across the road, beginning the route home.
He didn’t want to go home. Today marked the last day he’d stay in London. The next morning, his mother would drive him to no man’s land, drop him off like a bin at the tip, then travel to the airport with Nana for their flight to Bangladesh.
Adil would be left behind, to fester in the middle of nowhere, in an area he didn’t know, with people he hated.
His summer couldn’t get any worse.
He passed the road Nana lived on, stepping across the car parked on the edge of the curb, with its wheels digging into a double yellow line. Adil paused for a second, before heading back down Nana’s road and striding all the way to Nana’s front door. 
He sent a quick text telling his mother where he was, before ringing the doorbell. The chime sounded from the other side, and Adil waited, hands shoved in his pockets, one foot tapping the other.
“What a lovely surprise,” Nana said, poking a head out of the slightly open door and smiling at Adil. “Come in, come in.”
Nana stepped back and swung the door fully, letting Adil step into the coolness of his house. Nana wrapped him in an embrace, pumped once, before letting go and leading him past a small arch, through which the rest of the house waited eagerly for them.
Adil shrugged off his shoes and slinked through the hallway to the living room, grateful he had somewhere else to go other than home. He couldn’t face his mother now. Not after the previous night. 
But Nana was always welcoming, always warm, with a smile that could light the world with a radiance far outshining the sun.
“I did not expect you today, Adil,” Nana said, sitting down on one of the leather sofas fraying at the edges. The sofas were twice the age of Adil, yet held a comfort the modern sofas in Adil’s home couldn’t provide.
“I didn’t plan on coming,” Adil said. He slumped into the leather and let it cradle his body like a mother with a new-born baby. 
“Well, something must have brought you here. What is it?”
Adil looked away, staring into the brown, wooden floor. “You know already what it is.”
“The trip to Bangladesh?”
Adil nodded, still averting his eyes from Nana.
“You should try to look at those who you are speaking with,” Nana said. Adil dragged his gaze up, and then Nana continued. “They will think you are not strong if you do not.”
“Why?”
Nana brushed his wrinkled cheeks and stroked his greying beard. “It is the mark of a man that, when speaking, he faces and looks directly at one he is speaking with.”
Adil tried to meet his Nana’s eyes, but found it difficult, especially knowing Nana and his mother were heading off to Bangladesh the next morning, leaving Adil alone with no one he knew around him.
Well, he did know his father. But that didn’t mean his father’s presence instilled a comfort within him, unlike Nana, whose mere smile could settle Adil’s heart at ease.
“Do not worry so much about the trip,” Nana said. He opened his mouth to speak further, but caught himself and jerked into motion, standing from the sofa. “Where are my manners? Let me brew a cup of tea for you.”
Adil let a small smile grace his features as Nana marched out of the living room. Whenever Adil and his mother visited Nana, he never failed to brew a mug of tea for them both. There was something special about the tea bags Nana used. He claimed they were regular tea bags, but Adil knew better. The soft tang at the end of every sip wasn’t normal, and couldn’t be replicated anywhere else in the world.
And Adil, being a tea-fanatic, had sipped a lot of different types of tea.
“Here you are,” Nana said, holding two cups and trotting back into the living room. He clanked them on a coffee table stashed in the room’s corner, before lifting the table and plopping it between himself and Adil.
“The tea is hot,” Nana said, twinkle in his eyes. “So unless you wish for a trip to the hospital, I do not recommend drinking now.”
Of course, as he said that, Nana grabbed his mug and sipped, unaffected by the blistering heat of boiling water. All old people, in Adil’s experience, managed to drink scalding liquids without an issue, like their skin was so ancient that heat barely affected them anymore.
Adil tried the same, holding the mug by the edges of its curved handle, and then his tongue scorched and burned like he’d just eaten a kilogram of kiwi. 
“I did tell you not to,” Nana said with a chuckle.
Adil rubbed his tongue against the roof of his mouth as he set his cup back down. “How do you do it?”
“I grew up in a very hot country. This does not feel much to me.”
At Nana’s mentioning of Bangladesh, Adil’s mood soured again.
“The trip is important for your mother,” Nana said. “She didn’t not inherit from Nani’s side yet, and must claim it. I will act as her translator, since she cannot read Bangla.” He sighed, sipped the tea again, before leaning back. “It is close to election time. There is no good in taking you. It will not be a holiday for anyone.”
“But surely I can stay somewhere else than with him. Can’t I just stay home alone?”
“And let the government take you away. No.” Nana swivelled in his seat to face Adil. “Your father made the mistake of abandoning you. I am a father myself. It is…unthinkable what he did, to leave his wife and children. But many fathers do not return.”
“Good. I don’t want him to return.”
Nana gave him a hard look. “It is for your good. And…at least he is trying. That is as much as we can give him for now.” Nana set his cup on the table again. Its thump almost caused Adil to jump. “He pushed you and your mother away a long time ago. Do not make the same mistake of pushing him away.”
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