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Chapter One

‘H ats? ’ I said. ‘Lexie seriously wants us all to wear hats to Mario’s?’

It was a cold wet Friday in spring. School had officially finished five minutes ago. The other kids were abandoning the premises so fast they practically left vapour trails. Nat, Ella and I were the only ones still huddled just inside the foyer. Tiny cold drops blew in, spattering our faces as we clustered around Ella reading a surprising text from our friend Lexie.

‘Are you sure this is from Lexie?’ I asked doubtfully. Unless she’s at the ice rink (she’s a budding figure skater), Lexie’s usual uniform is a hoodie and skinny jeans.

Ella seemed flustered. ‘It is her birthday, Billie. She wants to look, you know, stylish, but in a hippie chick kind of way.’

‘Hippie chick? Lexie? I’d have said that sounds more like you.’ I gave Ella one of my looks and had the pleasure of watching my blond, fair-skinned friend gradually turn bright pink. If Lexie is the dynamic sporty one, Ella is like the Breakfast Club’s boho princess.

‘OK, it might have been my idea originally,’ she admitted sheepishly, ‘but she’s totally into it now.’

‘Does Lexie even own a hat?’ I spluttered. Like everyone in the Breakfast Club, Lexie made an effort for our Saturday morning get-togethers at Mario’s, but she’s always been more into fitness than looks. Not that she needed to worry – Lex was one of those girls who looks good without even trying. All that skating means she always looks poised and elegant, and her long chestnut brown hair is annoyingly glossy. If we didn’t love Lexie to bits, we’d totally hate her!

‘I definitely don’t own a hat,’ Nat said glumly. ‘OK, a riding hat, but I’m guessing that’s not the look you’re after, Ella?’

Ella gave Nat’s arm a friendly pat. ‘I can lend you one, don’t worry. I’ve got one with beads like little raindrops. You’ll look gorgeous in it.’

‘Ah, one of those incredible magic hats,’ Nat said with a sigh.

Nat has only been at our school for a couple of terms. She is tall and curvy and extremely feminine with wavy brown hair. She used to be totally clueless about clothes, but with our encouragement (especially Ella, who insisted on dragging Nat round all her fave vintage stalls), she is gradually finding her own style. But despite all our best efforts, she still doesn’t have a grain of confidence.

‘Magic hat!’ What are you like?’ I asked her sternly. ‘Breakfast Club Rule Number 51A. All members are strictly forbidden to run themselves down!’

Nat looked genuinely thrown. ‘We don’t have rules, do we?’

‘All clubs have rules, Natalie, or it isn’t a proper club,’ I said, straight-faced. ‘In fact we’ve decided to get badges, haven’t we, Ella?’

‘Really tasteful ones,’ Ella said playing along, ‘with tiny fried eggs and bacon rashers.’

I nodded solemnly. ‘Plus I’ve been giving this a lot of thought and I think we should all swear an oath of allegiance.’

Nat had been looking increasingly alarmed, until I got to the oath bit. ‘Ha ha, very funny,’ she scowled. ‘You two are evil, you know that?’

Ella burst out laughing. ‘Aww, come on, girl!’ She linked her arm through an indignant Nat’s. ‘You know we love you. Don’t we, Billie?’

‘Yeah, but you’re such a sucker! We can’t resist,’ I told her. ‘Oh-oh, look out. It’s the Fun Police!’

One of our least favourite teachers, Mrs Gildersleeve, hurried past, giving us her usual withering glance. The concept of fun is a hard one for long-faced Mrs G, who seriously doesn’t look like she’s ever had any. She spends break in the staffroom, drinking stewed tea out of her thermos, marking books and tutting every time somebody cracks a joke. We watched her get into her scruffy old vintage mini Cooper and adjust her mirrors.

I pulled up the hood of my big parka, tucking in a few kinky strands of hair. ‘I should REALLY go to work.’ I hauled my school bag over my shoulder to show I meant it.

‘I’ve REALLY got to get my hair cut,’ sighed Ella.

‘And I’ve REALLY got to go home,’ Nat said with a sigh. ‘My stepmum is having a big family party.’

We exchanged reluctant grins, dumped our bags back on the floor and carried on chatting. We’d been together all day; tomorrow we’d be meeting up with Lexie, the fourth member of the Breakfast Club, at our fave Notting Hill café. You’d think we’d run out of things to say but we never did.

We also had another more personal reason for lingering. And suddenly here he was, hurrying out into the foyer, switching on his mobile: Mr Berolli, our new drama teacher.

‘Oh God, he’s sooo beautiful,’ whispered Ella.

‘Ssh’, hissed Nat. ‘I want to hear what he’s saying.’

We all had a major crush on Mr Berolli but Nat was, like, obsessed. She had actually started a Mr Berolli file.

He gave us a distracted smile as he strode past. ‘Hi,’ he said to his unknown caller. ‘Yes, I’m on my way now.’

Our eyes followed him with total devotion, taking in every tiny detail: his dark hair so black it was almost blue, the loose threads on his ancient winter coat (Ella reckoned he’d probably bought it from a charity shop), his red knitted scarf flying out behind him.

‘Goodbye, darling Josh,’ Ella said softly.

We had wondered about his first name for weeks. The brass initials on his leather briefcase were JB, but as Ella pointed out, the case could have been another charity shop find like the coat. Nat disagreed. She thought it was a graduation present from his proud parents and she thought the ‘J’ stood for Jake, because romantic heroes are almost always called Jake. Ella said no way would his parents call him something so cheesy. ‘He’s a James,’ she’d insisted. Then one day the head called out, ‘Josh, have you got a minute?’ and we all clutched at each other mouthing, ‘OMG! Josh Berolli!’ It was the perfect name for him.

‘You should write a song about him, Billie,’ said Nat now as we watched Josh Berolli unlocking his car, a lovingly polished old Volvo.

‘Yeah, Billie! We could go round to his house and serenade him,’ Ella suggested, giggling.

I’m making us sound like silly lovesick girls, but our collective crush on Josh Berolli made us so incredibly happy I can’t tell you, and it never interfered in the slightest with our fancying guys our own age. Ella went on fancying geeky Eddie Jones. Nat was in and out of love with a different boy every week, and I had my own private crushes which I occasionally shared with the other girls in the Breakfast Club.

But our feelings for handsome, sensitive Mr Berolli were totally different from our other crushes because they were shared. Josh Berolli was ours, and we loved him with a pure and protective love, even Lexie – and she’d only met him once in Waterstones. We’d gone in with Ella who was mad keen to buy the latest book in that sexy vampire series she’s into. While we were hunting for the teens section we literally stumbled over Josh Berolli sitting cross-legged on the floor of the bookshop, leafing through a picture book about polar bears.

He looked up and saw us all shyly standing there. ‘Oh, hi,’ he said. ‘I’m trying to choose a book for my little nephew for his birthday.’

‘What’s his name?’ Nat put her oar in so quickly you could see her mentally adding another entry to her Mr Berolli file.

‘Freddy,’ he said, smiling. ‘He’s going to be four.’

We politely introduced him to Lexie, but it was like she’d gone into some kind of trance. Seriously, she couldn’t move or speak. We had to take her into Starbucks and buy her a mochaccino.

‘Now do you get it?’ we kept saying. ‘Can you see why we love him so much?’ And Lexie had whispered, ‘OMG, yes, he’s perfect!’

One afternoon when we were all at Ella’s, we’d had a lengthy discussion about exactly what it was that made Josh Berolli so perfect in our eyes. Nat, being Nat, wrote down all our comments for her file. This is what she wrote:



He has the most beautiful kind eyes. (Lexie)

He’s young so he still understands what being young is like. (Me)

He doesn’t care about clothes, he is just naturally cool. (Ella)

He plays seriously excellent music in his car. (Me)

He really looks at people when they talk. (Lexie)

And he really listens, not like most grown-ups. (Nat)

He’s funny! (Ella)

He respects us but he doesn’t try to be one of us. (Me)

He genuinely cares about people in poor countries. (Nat)



Nat had written that last entry because Ella, Nat and I had seen pictures of Josh Berolli on the school board looking tanned and incredibly relaxed in cut-offs, surrounded by laughing kids in Sao Paolo where he had helped to set up a project to run free drama workshops for slum kids. I mean, serious swoon.

As we watched Mr Berolli’s gleaming Volvo ease out into the traffic, Nat said loyally, ‘You can see he’s an excellent driver.’

She and Ella both had identical wistful expressions. I knew how they felt. As Josh Berolli’s car disappeared from view I felt as if a tiny piece of me had gone with him.

Nat hunched gloomily into her coat. ‘My sisters are giving me a makeover before the party,’ she told us.

Nat rarely talks about her real mum who died when she was still very small. I once made the mistake of asking if she still dreamed about her (I still dream about my dad all the time) and it was like she instantly put up this protective wall. ‘Of course not,’ she snapped. ‘I was still in nappies when she died. I hardly even knew her.’ Now it’s almost like Nat’s got three mums. Her older sisters, Nellie and Plum, and her stepmum are total control freaks, constantly trying to run her life. This includes random ‘makeovers.’ I don’t know why Nat puts up with it.

I made a rude noise. ‘Tell them thanks for the offer, but you can’t improve on perfection.’

Nat gave a shriek of nervous laughter. ‘I can just imagine their faces if I said that!’

‘So say it!’ said Ella. ‘Seriously, Nat, you shouldn’t let them boss you around. It’s not like they’ve even got any taste!’

We had a collective shudder as we remembered Nat’s last ‘makeover’, achieved with a tight baby-blue body-con dress and red-hot straightening irons.

Nat’s got gorgeous hair, an angelic heart-shaped face and peachy skin. In any language this equals ‘drop-dead beautiful’ – or so you’d think. But because she’s also five foot eight and has (gasp!) curves, Nat’s step-mum and sisters are constantly giving her a hard time.

I should explain that Nellie, Plum and Jenny (Nat’s step-mum) are all spindly size-six stick insects who are also in a permanent strop because they’re totally undernourished. When Nat first arrived at our school, her step-mum was forcing her to bring cottage cheese and rice cakes for lunch ‘to keep her weight in check’. We soon put a stop to that.

‘It’s time someone explained to you that rice cakes are basically polystyrene sold under a different brand name?’ I’d told Nat with a grin, and I’d dumped them in the bin. ‘I’m sorry, Natalie, but eating polystyrene is just wrong.’

‘Diets are for losers,’ Ella had agreed. ‘And you’re not a loser, Nat.’

Nat had looked as if she was going to burst into tears. ‘That’s not what Plum and Nellie say.’

Believe it or not, those really are Natalie’s sisters’ actual names. Nellie was officially christened Eleanor, but she called herself Nellie when she first learned to talk so that’s what everyone in her family still calls her. Nat’s nickname is the worst. Her family call her ‘Natkins’, after Squirrel Nutkin in the Beatrix Potter stories. Plum isn’t a nickname apparently; it’s an old family name. Kind of makes me grateful I don’t come from an old family.

We’d told Nat to forget Plum and Nellie. ‘If you want a role model, we’ll introduce you to Lexie. She’s the healthiest, most energetic girl you’ll ever meet,’ Ella had said fiercely. ‘And you don’t see Lexie eating polystyrene, do you, Billie?’

I’d shaken my head. ‘Curvy and happy, that’s the way forward!’ I’d temptingly held out a bag of yum-yums which Ella and I were sharing.

‘Curvy and happy?’ Nat had looked at the twisty little doughnuts as if they’d come hot and steaming from the Devil’s own bakery. ‘You don’t really mean that.’

‘Oh, yes we do!’ we’d chorused like characters in a panto.

Nat had glanced round furtively as if Plum and Nellie might actually have followed her to school. Then she’d reached out, daringly broken off a piece of doughnut and popped it into her mouth to enthusiastic applause from her new mates.

Since then we have worked hard to persuade Nat that the world won’t end just because she has an occasional helping of mash or pasta; and it’s actually paying off. In fact, Nat is showing distinct signs of turning into a bit of a foodie – and of course Lexie, Ella and I make it our personal business to encourage her.

I finally hoisted up my bag, for real this time. ‘I’ll see you guys tomorrow at Mario’s. I’ll be a bit late,’ I remembered. ‘I’m dog-walking again first thing.’

‘We’ll have a latte waiting,’ Ella promised. ‘And a huge pile of raisin toast to keep your strength up while you read the menu!’

‘And we’re definitely wearing hats?’ I asked, to double-check.

Ella nodded, beaming. ‘You should wear your slouchy beanie, Billie. It makes you look like an off-duty celeb!’

‘Billie always looks like an off-duty celeb,’ Nat said wistfully.

I looked down at my school uniform in surprise. ‘I don’t think so!’

‘You do,’ Nat insisted. ‘But I was more meaning outside school. You do that urban cool denim thing and on you it looks sooo good!’

‘Hey! What about me?’ With her perfect cheekbones and silky blond hair, Ella really doesn’t need to fret about her looks, but like all beauties she enjoys being reassured.

‘You’re just a celeb twenty-four seven,’ Nat said, laughing. ‘People probably think you and Billie have hired me as your homely personal assistant.’

‘Enough of the homely,’ I told her. ‘I’d kill for your curves, Natalie.’

Typical Nat didn’t even register the compliment. ‘You’d better get going fast, Billie,’ she teased, ‘before the paparazzi get on your trail!’

‘I’d better get going or I’ll be in big trouble with Mr Kaminski, more like,’ I said, spotting the time. I gave them both quick hugs. ‘Laters, OK?’ Ducking out into the rain I hit the playground running.



In addition to my regular Friday evening job at Ozzie’s collecting up glasses until nine o’clock, I’d acquired a new job, walking our neighbour’s dog when I got back from school. I’d been walking Bullet ever since Mr Kaminski came out of the hospital following a bad fall. Like his owner, Bullet was getting old and slow. I just had to walk him round the block, wait for him to do his business (euw), then take him back home and collect my dosh.

The first time I’d done it, Mr Kaminski just casually mentioned that Bullet wasn’t fond of police cars. Police cars are a fact of life around the Grove, where I live, but having met portly little Bullet I couldn’t see a problem so long as I kept him on his lead. So far he’d been as good as gold, puffing along beside me on his stumpy little legs, sitting obediently at the curb when I said, ‘Sit,’ and following me across the street when I said, ‘Over.’

This particular afternoon Bullet plodded patiently through puddles, occasionally stopping to snuffle at a lamp post. I was humming to myself, a little tune that I’d been working on for a while. Then the police car came screaming out of nowhere, blue lights flashing.

Bullet ripped his lead out of my hand and legged it in the opposite direction faster than you could say GONE. One minute he was there, the next he was this disappearing little dot!

I found him about a mile down the road outside a tattoo parlour, trailing his lead through a puddle and looking embarrassed. As I marched him back home I was already picturing my friends’ reactions next morning as I told them my Bullet story. I imagined them all having hysterics as I told them, ‘Now I know why he’s called Bullet!’

This is why we all loved the Breakfast Club. No matter how rubbish our weeks had been, we knew that come Saturday, we’d be sitting in our special booth, breathing in Mario’s signature scent (a mix of ground coffee beans, Italian chocolate, hot sugar and cinnamon), all talking at once, and suddenly all our troubles would kind of magically melt away.

We were all friends before we became the Breakfast Club, but post Breakfast Club the four of us have been, like, totally solid.

I’m so lucky, I thought. I can’t believe how lucky I am. I was suddenly so ridiculously happy that I actually crouched down right there on the wet pavement to pat a surprised little Bullet.

When I let myself back into Mr Kaminski’s house, he was snoozing in front of CBeebies and didn’t actually notice that I’d kept his dog out thirty minutes longer than normal. Bullet dragged himself wheezing to his basket where he immediately fell into a stunned sleep. ‘I won’t tell anyone if you don’t,’ I told him as I tiptoed out.

I raced next door to our flat so I could change into the stupid little skirt and top I have to wear for my shift at Ozzie’s. I quickly brushed my hair, tying it back off my face. My friends are always saying how they envy my thick, ringletty hair. I tell them it’s OK for them; they don’t have to constantly fight it with expensive products.

I gave a yearning glance around my cosy room. My life had been so hectic the past few weeks that almost the only time I got to be in it was when I was sleeping. Apart from my actual bed, almost everything in my room is music-related; posters, guitar, electric piano, decks (I’m what you’d call a bedroom DJ!). My room’s not very big so I try to keep things tidy or it can get a bit insane.

I still had my little tune going round inside my head. My new song was at the stage where it was still just a tiny germ of an idea. It wasn’t even an idea. It was actually more of a feeling. You know that feeling where it’s like something major is missing and you feel this actual physical ache inside, but you don’t really know what it is you’re aching for? That was like the starting point for my song. I ran my fingers over the keys of my piano producing a few bluesy chords. ‘Something’s missing,’ I sang softly. ‘Something’s missing but my friends all think I’m fine …’ If I didn’t have to go to Ozzie’s, I could stay home and work on my song.

Any time I’m alone in my room, my eyes sooner or later go to my pin-board where I keep a curling photograph of me and my dad. I was three years old when it was taken. I’ve got enormous dark eyes, too big for my little pixie face, and a crazy cloud of Afro hair. In the pic, I’m sitting on Dad’s knee while he shows me how to play an African drum called a djembe. Both of us are beaming at my mum as she takes the picture.

My mum told me that when my dad left, she cried herself to sleep for a week. Then she gave herself a stiff talking-to, signed up for night classes and got on with making a new life for herself and me. A few years later, she met Mitch, my step-dad (he’s a social worker like Mum), and they had my little brother Finlay.

I’d love to be more like my mum, focusing on the future, but I don’t seem to know how. Losing my dad created this huge scary gap in my world that I don’t know how to fill. I act like it’s not there, but I feel it every waking moment. First thing in the morning I open my eyes and I get this nightmarish sensation, like there’s a huge hole in my world and I might fall in.

Ella thinks it’s harder for me because Mum, Mitch and Finlay are all white, and I’ve got half my dad’s Jamaican DNA. I disagree. I’m fine with Mitch, Mum and Finlay being the way they are, like I’m also proud of looking how I look. My problem is that I am like my father’s daughter on the inside too. Dad was a musician and so am I.

My step-dad kind of understands. OK, so music might not be Mitch’s driving passion like it is with me, but in his own nerdy way it matters to him. He collects old vinyl from the golden days of Motown. ‘Collection’ sounds like it takes up a modest little shelf in our sitting room, but Mitch’s collection outgrew its shelf years ago; these days it fills our entire box room! He also loves nerdy-type discussions like, which is the superior version of The First Cut is the Deepest? (I tell him it’s the one by PP Arnold. No contest.)

My mum never ever talks about music, not if she can help it. She let me have piano lessons and she puts up with me endlessly practising, but she’s always made it seem like music is some trivial noise people have on in the background while they’re doing something more useful. But to musicians, like my dad and me, music isn’t an optional extra. It’s our life.

Mum hates it when I talk like this. She just about tolerates my hobby, but she’s totally against it as a career. It’s weird. In every other way you can think of, my mum is the most easygoing person you can imagine, but when it comes to music she has this complete blind spot. The last time I attempted to explain that I wanted to devote my life to writing songs and playing instruments, she literally slammed out of the house and didn’t come back for over an hour.

You know what’s really weird? I’ve never once heard my mum sing, not even in the bath. Even Mitch sings in the bath. Finlay sings in the bath (actually Finlay sings when he’s on the toilet). Not my mum.

I know for a fact that my mum wasn’t always so down on musicians. I once found an old photo of her in 1980s glad-rags in a crowded club, and her eyes are just shining with happiness.

I’m almost sure I know what made her change. A few weeks after the djembe picture was taken, my dad was offered a job playing in a club in New York. My mum begged him not to take it. One night, while she was giving me my bath, he packed his bags and left. I never even got to say goodbye. In fact I never had the chance to see or speak to him again ever. Not long after Dad went to live in the States, he died. It happened out of the blue. He came back from the club where he was working, sat down in his chair to relax after the show, and his heart stopped, just like that. When his flat mate came in a couple of hours later he thought my dad was just asleep. The doctors said it must have been like some kind of congenital weakness.

Now it’s as if, because of what happened to my dad, my mum can’t help connecting music with danger and heartbreak. But for me music is the oxygen I breathe, and if you can’t breathe, you curl up and die, right?

I was still tracing my dad’s smiling face with my fingers when I heard my mum’s key rattling in the lock. I went into the hall and found her struggling in with the groceries.

When she saw me she dumped her bags on the floor and gave me a hug. ‘Hello, stranger! You’ve usually left for Ozzie’s by now.’

I started to tell her about Bullet and the police car, then realised my little brother was missing. ‘Where’s Finlay?’

‘He’s sleeping over at his friend Conor’s. Mitch and I are having a night out.’ She shot me one of her looks. ‘Have you eaten anything since you got back? You haven’t, have you?’ How do mums always know? It’s like they’re psychic.

She watched sternly while I made myself a peanut butter sandwich. Still munching I ran to get my bus.

This is where my evening came unstuck. When the bus finally appeared, the driver must have seen me waiting, shivering in the rain, yet he went zooming past without stopping. It wasn’t even full!

I should explain that I don’t spend my Friday evenings racing around Notting Hill like a girl with her tail on fire just because I enjoy it. I do it so I can pay my share of the Breakfast Club’s tab along with everyone else. If I didn’t make it to Ozzie’s in time to do my shift, I couldn’t go to Mario’s: it was that simple. Mum helps me out when she can but I’m fourteen now. I can’t live off her and Mitch forever.

I decided I’d have to try to make it there on foot and hope Ozzie was in a forgiving mood.

I once won a medal at primary school for the short-distance sprint. Running all the way to Ozzie’s was more like a marathon. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried running a marathon in a tiny little skirt? I could feel stitches snapping all over. By the time I reached Portobello Market I was gasping like a fish.

Most of the stallholders had gone home while the rest were packing up, shunting rainwater off plastic awnings, throwing leftover stock into their vans. ‘I thought the Olympics were in 2012!’ one called. Everyone in Portobello thinks they’re a comedian.

I hurtled on, swerving between stalls and around puddles; then for absolutely no reason I slowed to a standstill and started hunting through my bag until I found my phone. Ozzie goes mad if he catches you using your mobile so I’d switched it off before I left. Now I switched it on again. I don’t know why. When I told Ella later she said I must have picked up her stress vibes.

I’d got three new texts from the other girls in the Breakfast Club.

Even by our standards this was excessive. I’d only just said goodbye to Nat and Ella, plus I’d be seeing everybody at Mario’s tomorrow. What had they got to text about? ‘Must have decided against the hats,’ I muttered, but really I knew that wasn’t it. Then I read Ella’s text. I read it three or maybe four times but I couldn’t seem to take it in.
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