









[image: Quercus]


[image: Quercus]









First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Quercus


This edition first published in 2015 by
Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


Copyright © 2015 by Lil Chase


The moral right of Lil Chase to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


‘Valerie’
Written by Dave McCabe, Russell Pritchard, Sean Payne,
Abi Harding, Paul Molloy, Boyan Chowdhury
© 2006, Deltasonic Records 2002 Limited


‘Baby, It’s Cold Outside’
Written by Frank Loesser © 1944, MGM


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 84866 819 5
Print ISBN 978 1 78206 984 3


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk









Praise for books by Lil Chase


‘A warm and funny story about friendship, family and growing up’


Guardian


‘Hilarious and charming’


Julia Eccleshare


‘Very funny . . . realistic and scarily relatable’


Wondrous Reads


‘An entertaining story . . . relatable and sweet’


Bookbag


‘Compelling . . . full of neat twists’


Chicklish.co.uk









Books by Lil Chase


Boys for Beginners


Secrets, Lies and Locker 62


The Boys’ School Girls: Tara’s Sister Trouble


The Boys’ School Girls: Abby’s Shadow


The Boys’ School Girls: Obi’s Secrets









 


For Kate,


my best friend.









Chapter 1


It’s the same thing as always when our class queues up for assembly.


‘Quick! Come sit next to me.’ Donna grabs Sonia and pulls her into the line.


The same sense of panic: I’ve got no one to sit next to.


Last year Hillcrest High was a boys-only school. We’re the first girls they’ve allowed in and there are just ten of us. If you don’t get a good place in the line for assembly, you end up sitting next to one of the boys. Yesterday I was next to George Daniels, and he picks his nose. The day before it was Mo Hussain and he’s a gigantic bully. I’m not being the odd one out again today.


I barge into the middle of the row. ‘Hannah,’ I say, ‘sit next to me.’


I wedge myself in between her and Abby before Hannah gets her usual spot next to Indiana. And, of course Abby’s next to Tara, her best friend.


Crisis averted. This time.


‘Get yourselves together, Year 8,’ Mrs Martin says. ‘We have a special treat for you in assembly today.’


I groan. ‘Special treat is code for something lame,’ I whisper to Hannah.


She rolls her eyes. ‘Tell me about it.’


As we file into the hall, us ten girls in among all these boys, the music starts up. A violin squeaks as the bow passes over its strings, making me wince. A second violinist joins in and he’s no better. Just as I’m thinking it couldn’t get worse, the cello starts, completely out of time. Craig Hurst puts his hands over his ears – which is rude, but I can’t blame him. I’m close to pulling my ears off.


Year 8 takes up four rows in the middle of the assembly hall, behind the Year 7s. If this is the special treat, it needs work. I’d do a much better job if I was up there with my trumpet. At least I think I would. Ever since Dad’s shifts changed and Mum got her new job they’ve both been too busy to drive me to lessons, so my brothers are the only people who have heard me play recently: Jumoke is ruder than Simon Cowell when I ask him for feedback – It stinks worse than Dad’s feet. And Bem puts in his earphones.


Big brothers: can’t live with them, can’t get them adopted.


Hearing this classical piece now – even sounding so awful – makes me miss playing.


Lenny Fulton is sitting in the row in front of me, cringing. He must have felt my stare because he turns, sticks out his tongue and flops his head to the side like he’s a corpse. I smile back at him.


Donna pulls a face like a corpse too, laughing afterwards. Sonia laughs along. Of course.


Donna thinks Lenny directed that look at her. Maybe he did and I’m the idiot for thinking he was looking at me. But then why is Donna throwing me an evil stare? Either way, I’m not getting involved. I turn to Abby and whisper, ‘This is the background music they play in hell.’


She giggles behind her hand.


Finally it stops. The school claps politely.


‘Thank you for that, boys,’ says the headmaster – Mr Macadam – as he stands up from his chair and adjusts his trousers over his belly. ‘Can we have another round of applause for our very own string quartet?!’


We all clap again, a little more raucously. We’re just relieved it’s over.


Mr Macadam says good morning, then thanks everyone who helped out at the Winter Festival in Wimbledon Village this weekend.


Next to me, Abby shudders.


‘. . . so lovely to see the fireworks and hear all those lovely carols being sung. It was a fabulous night,’ he says.


I throw Abby a sympathetic look. What happened to her on that night was the opposite of fabulous – it was terrifying. She seems OK now . . . ish. But maybe that’s only because Tara has grabbed her hand. They’re best friends again. And because they are, Abby can handle anything.


‘And on that note . . .’ Mr Macadam bursts into a smile. ‘Note, get it?’


Everyone else groans, but I choke back a laugh. Bad jokes are better than no jokes at all.


‘I want to talk to you about this year’s Christmas concert,’ he continues. ‘The orchestra have been practising for a week or so now.’


Orchestra? Why didn’t I think of that before?! I could play with people who care about performance and I’d finally know what I sound like. Classical music isn’t my thing, but it would be worth it to perform in a group. Not ‘big band’ exactly but a big group . . . which is close. Big band is my thing. And Mum and Dad wouldn’t have to pick me up or drop me off so it shouldn’t be a problem for them.


‘Orchestra?’ Hannah whispers beside me.


‘I know!’ I whisper back, excited. I wonder if Hannah wants to join too. What does she play?


‘Lame,’ she says.


I quickly hide my smile. ‘It’s not lame! It’s . . .’ But I trail off as I look along the row of girls. Tara’s pulling some fluff out of Maxie’s hair, while Candy examines her nails and Indiana fiddles with the tail end of her plait. They all think it’s lame too. ‘. . . lamer than a fish on dry land with a pair of broken crutches,’ I finish.


Hannah does a half-smile. ‘No, that joke was lamer than a fish on dry land with a pair of broken crutches,’ she says.


I thought that was actually a pretty good joke.


‘The school wanted to do something a bit special this year,’ Mr Macadam continues, ‘so we’ve brought in an expert.’ He turns to the side of the stage and raises his arm. ‘Allow me to introduce Miss Rotimi. She’s a professional musician, music teacher and conductor.’


Mr Macadam waits for the school to give an oooh of appreciation, but none comes.


‘Rotimi?’ I whisper to Abby. ‘That’s a Nigerian name.’


Abby nods, but goes back to chewing the sleeve of her jumper. I’m half Nigerian, so I guess it’s not a big deal to anyone but me.


Mr Macadam hurries on. ‘She often gives private lessons at the school so you might have seen her around, but this year she has the honour of taking charge of the concert.’


Miss Rotimi walks out and, encouraged by Mr Macadam, everyone claps. She’s very pretty, with dark skin and oval eyes. Her light blue wraparound dress is way too fashionable for a regular teacher, showing a bit of her thigh as she walks, but not enough that it’s inappropriate. She wears her hair in a bun, with a sparkly hairband round the front of her head.


I’m going to try to do my hair like that tonight.


Just raising her lips to smile is enough to make the whole school quiet down and listen.


‘Thank you, Mr Macadam,’ she says, a slight Nigerian depth in her voice. ‘Thank you, boys.’ She catches sight of us girls. ‘And girls!’ she adds.


I smile, but the boys laugh like they were the funniest words ever spoken. I like a bad joke, but that wasn’t even a joke. Just because she’s pretty!


‘The orchestra have been practising for a week or two now and we’re making real progress with the numbers.’ She looks around proudly, seeking out the members of the orchestra. ‘Normally the Christmas concert is just an instrumental show, but I thought it would be nice to have some vocals in it this year.’


Abby leans over and whispers to me, ‘I bet you-know-who is paying attention now,’ she says.


We both look over at Donna. She’s sitting straight up and is staring intently at Miss Rotimi. Sonia is whispering to her, no doubt stroking her ego like she’s a Persian cat.


‘There are going to be two solo parts,’ Miss Rotimi continues. ‘One male, one female. Keep an eye on the music noticeboard because I’ll be holding auditions soon.’


Donna gasps. She sits up even straighter. Sonia reaches over and squeezes her hand.


‘Who knows the song Baby, It’s Cold Outside?’ she asks.


Donna is the first to throw her hand in the air. I raise my hand too. It’s a good song, catchy and wintery and, most importantly, a big-band swing number with loads of brass, including trumpets. It’s right up my street!


Everyone in the assembly hall starts muttering about it. Other people know the song as well.


Tara, seeing my hand in the air, asks me, ‘Are you going to audition?’


Donna must have heard because she looks over. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, Obi,’ she says, ‘but I wouldn’t waste your time. I’m going to go for it, so . . .’


I don’t mean to be rude, Donna, I think to myself, but you haven’t heard me sing.


But really I’m nowhere near as good as Donna. She sings with this band called Sucker Punch, and she’s got an amazing voice.


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘I sound like nails on a blackboard. Worse than the string quartet in fact.’


Donna seems satisfied, smiles and relaxes. Then she leans forward and says to Lenny. ‘You should try out for the boy solo.’


Lenny pulls a face. ‘I don’t know, Donna,’ he says. ‘I’m more of a hang-at-the-back-of-the-stage-with-the-drummer kind of guy.’


‘What are you talking about?!’ Donna says, shoving him on the shoulder. ‘You come forward to perform with me for that one song I wrote, You, Me and She. We harmonize perfectly.’


‘I suppose . . .’ he says.


‘It makes sense if we both go onstage together for the Christmas concert.’


‘It does,’ Sonia butts in. ‘You two already have the onstage chemistry!’


Candy giggles.


Donna ignores them, but I can tell she’s trying not to smile.


Lenny’s turned away to face the front and I can see Donna whispering to Sonia. ‘I’ll get him to sign up,’ she says, and flips her hair.


Sonia nods. Of course she will.


Sometimes it’s hard not to be jealous of Donna. She has Lenny – the best-looking boy in Hillcrest – and she’s really pretty, and she has the voice too. She’s got more gifts than Santa.


‘Quieten down please, Hillcrest,’ says Mr Macadam. ‘I’m glad you’re excited, but our guest hasn’t finished her announcement.’


‘Thanks, Mr Macadam,’ says Miss Rotimi, ‘but I sort of am finished.’


Mr Macadam blushes as he smiles at her. She’s just made him look like a muppet and still he’s got goo-goo eyes.


‘I hope lots of you will audition,’ she says. ‘Oh, and it’s not too late to join the orchestra too.’


I won’t be auditioning to sing, but orchestra is tempting. Especially if they do swing numbers like It’s Cold Outside. What about the girls? If they think orchestra is lame, would they think I was lame if I joined?


‘Thank you, Miss Rotimi.’ Mr Macadam smiles at her as she leaves the stage. He turns back to us and does the rest of assembly – a reading about honesty, news that the Year 12 football team are doing well in some tournament, and a couple of room changes for the day. But all I can think about is orchestra.


He finishes with a reminder. ‘Don’t forget: auditions soon, classes right now. Have a good day, everyone.’


The girls and I gather outside the hall. ‘What have you got?’ Hannah asks me.


I mentally check my timetable. ‘English,’ I say. Then I feel the panic suddenly rising again. ‘Can I sit next to you?’


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Candy already asked.’


It’s like they book their seating plans weeks in advance.


‘See you at break, yeah?’ Maxie links arms with Indiana. They’re in a different English class to me.


There’s another girl, Simone. But she keeps her distance from the rest of us girls – no idea why. If only she would talk to us, then our numbers would be even and I’d have someone to sit with. There’s no point asking Tara and Abby, or Donna and Sonia – they always sit together because they’re best friends.


I’ve never had a best friend. When we started Hillcrest, I thought I would find one. But with only nine girls to choose from, the odds are even lower. Maybe it’s because I’m different to everyone else – liking things like orchestra, and swing music, when they’re all into the normal, popular stuff that’s on the radio. And I’m the only mixed-race girl in the school.


Why is everything here so complicated? I do want to be in a band. I want to play the music I love. But I’m tired of being by myself all the time. I want a best friend more.


Though I can’t do anything about where I’ve come from, there are things I can do something about. I need to try to act normal.









Chapter 2


I run down the field, dribble past Bem and whack the ball. Jumoke doesn’t get a hand to it and it slides in.


‘Gooooaaaal,’ I yell, and raise my arms as I lap the playground.


It’s after school, and me and my brothers have come back to play some football. It’s a cold night, but I’ve warmed up after running around for a bit, and the street lights from the road mean the playground isn’t completely dark.


‘Good shot, toad face!’ Bem’s way of congratulating me.


Jumoke sighs as he runs off to get the ball. ‘Not fair,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘I was put off by the noise.’


The noise is off-putting. Especially for me. I didn’t realize orchestra would be practising tonight. I still want to sign up for it, but I don’t want the girls to tease me.


Bem laughs. ‘You just can’t take being beaten by your twelve-year-old sister.’


I keep glancing across at the school building, trying to listen to what they’re playing, wondering if I would fit in. O Come, All Ye Faithful could have used some more brass in the ‘O come, let us adore’ him bits. I can imagine me and my trumpet really—


My thoughts are interrupted by a teacher walking out of the school. ‘Watch out,’ I say to my brothers.


‘Should we make a run for it?’ Bem wonders.


It’s a bit naughty of us to be here. I squint my eyes to see which teacher it is. It’s the beautiful lady – Miss Rotimi – from this morning. She hasn’t got her coat on and she’s hugging herself to protect from the cold.


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘It’s only Miss Rotimi. She’s not even a proper teach—’ But when I turn around, my brothers have already picked up the ball and legged it.


So they remember the football but abandon their little sister. Nice.


‘Hello!’ Miss Rotimi calls out to me. ‘No need to run off,’ she adds, just in time, because I was seriously considering it.


‘Er . . . sorry,’ I say to her. ‘We go to school here. Were we disturbing you?’


‘Not as much as we were disturbing you, I imagine!’ Miss Rotimi says with a chuckle. Her bright white teeth shine as she laughs. She’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen in real life. I mean, my mum is beautiful – slim, with freckles over her cheeks and blonde hair. But with her Nigerian features Miss Rotimi is beautiful in a way that I might be one day. It’s nice to think it’s possible.


‘We’re not really supposed to be here,’ I admit.


Miss Rotimi winks at me. ‘What Mr Macadam doesn’t know won’t hurt him.’


She’s so cool.


‘I didn’t mean to scare you away,’ she says.


I shrug. ‘My brothers are cowards.’


Miss Rotimi laughs again.


If she hasn’t come to tell me off, what does she want?


‘You’re Obi, aren’t you?’ she asks.


How does she know that?


‘Yes. How . . .?’


Miss Rotimi taps her nose. ‘A little bird,’ she says, her eyes twinkling.


I scan my brain, trying to think of who would have mentioned me.


‘The same little bird said you play the trumpet,’ she adds.


I wrinkle my nose. ‘How . . .? Who . . .?’


She taps her nose again. It’s annoying, but I think she’s trying to be friendly, so I smile. Maybe she knows my old trumpet teacher, Mrs Giwa, and she said something about me.


Miss Rotimi scrunches up her face. ‘We really need a trumpeter in the orchestra . . .’


‘I know. I heard,’ I say.


Her face falls because I’ve just kind of insulted her orchestra. Me and my big mouth.


‘I mean . . .’ I say, trying to claw it back, ‘it sounds good. But your brass section isn’t as full as it could be.’ I wish I could be the one to help fill it up. But I haven’t had the chance to ask my parents about orchestra yet. They were arguing, then Jumoke asked if I wanted to play football. And I’m still worried the girls would take the mick if I joined.


‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Please!’ She tilts her head to the side and pouts.


Miss Rotimi isn’t acting like normal teachers; she seems more like a kid.


‘I’m out here in the cold actually begging you!’ she says, shuffling her feet.


I laugh. She’s very persuasive, but . . . ‘I don’t have my trumpet with me,’ I say, pointing around the playground as if to prove that I didn’t bring a musical instrument to play football.


‘I have a cornet you can borrow,’ she offers.


‘Umm . . .’ The cornet is supposed to be similar to a trumpet, but I’ve never even picked one up. It’d be great to be able to play more than one instrument. More strings to my bow – ha! Unless two times the instrument makes you twice as lame.


‘Come on,’ she says. She rubs her arms. ‘Just join us for tonight. If you hate it, you don’t have to come back.’


She must be pretty desperate if she’s pleading this hard with someone she’s never even heard play. ‘Well . . .’ What’s the worst that could happen? ‘Oh, all right,’ I say.


‘Thank you!’ Miss Rotimi claps her hands together. ‘Now come inside before I freeze to death.’


She walks next to me towards the door, like we’re friends. ‘Do you think either of your brothers would like to join?’


‘Jumoke plays trumpet too,’ I tell her. ‘But he’s got GSCE work so I doubt Mum would let him.’


Miss Rotimi looks thoughtful. ‘Hmm,’ she says. ‘I suppose that’s understandable.’


‘And you wouldn’t want Bem and his bassoon. As you’re a music teacher, I’m guessing you need to keep your hearing,’ I joke.


Miss Rotimi laughs, which is kind of her. ‘Thanks for the tip,’ she says. ‘Ah, well, as long as I have you here.’ She puts her arm round my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. ‘It’ll be nice to have some female company.’


It’s weird to walk with a teacher’s arm around me, but luckily she drops it before we get inside the hall. The whole orchestra looks up. There are about thirty people, all boys. Now I understand why she wanted me here – it’s intimidating. I’d kind of like her arm back for support. I feel myself blushing.


‘Come on, gentlemen,’ says Miss Rotimi. ‘I told you to check through your music and make sure you have all the songs in the right order.’


Someone at the back of the hall catches my eye: Lenny Fulton. I can see him above everyone – not just because he’s over six foot, but also because of his massively high quiff. I wonder how long he’s been in orchestra.


He raises his left arm from his guitar strings and waves at me. I wave back.


I bet Donna doesn’t know he’s in orchestra as well as in Sucker Punch. Would she still want to be his girlfriend if she did?


Maybe he’s not telling her about it, I think as Miss Rotimi hands me the cornet. Maybe he’s come to the same conclusion as Miss Rotimi: what Donna doesn’t know won’t hurt her.


If Lenny’s in orchestra, maybe orchestra isn’t as lame as everyone thinks.









Chapter 3


Miss Rotimi puts down her baton and addresses the orchestra.


‘That’s all for tonight, guys,’ she says. ‘Keep practising, and I’ll see you tomorrow.’


The sound of the music is still in my ears and it’s making my head buzz. Dad says you learn music when you sleep. I never knew what he meant until now – I’m going to hear these sounds for hours, running over the notes in my head. Playing with other people has made me realize I need to worry less about what I’m doing and listen more to others around me.


When I turn my phone on, it instantly buzzes with a text. It’s Mum:




Where did you three run off to? You’re late for dinner! I hope you’ve finished your homework. I’ll be checking when you get back.





I can hear the nagging tone through the text. I roll my eyes. Maybe if she and dad hadn’t been so deep in discussion, we would have stuck around for a family meal.


Another text. This time it’s Jumoke:




Want me to come and get u?





I’m still annoyed that they ran off and left me.




No, thanks – I’ve accepted a lift from a stranger. He’s promised not to tie the ropes too tight.





Jumoke sends a smiley face. Then:




If you’re sure?





I’m thinking about accepting after all, when I hear, ‘Hi, Obi,’ above me.


I look up. It’s Lenny. He’s carrying his guitar case. I don’t say anything, just smile.


‘Which way’re you headed?’ he asks.


‘Past the High Street. Is your mum picking you up? Would she give me a lift?’ I ask hopefully.


‘’Fraid not,’ he says. ‘But I could walk with you if you like.’


‘That would be great, thanks,’ I say. ‘Let me just text my brother.’


I reply to Jumoke:




I’ve got someone to walk home with me.





‘Ready?’ he asks me.


I nod and we start walking.


‘So . . . orchestra?’ I say to him.


He clenches his teeth and sucks in a big breath. ‘Miss Rotimi forced me.’


‘I didn’t think they had guitars in regular orchestras,’ I say.


‘They don’t!’ he says. ‘But Miss Rotimi said she was desperate to boost numbers. I took guitar lessons with her a while ago. She begged me to come to at least one practice to see if I like it.’


Exactly what she said to me.


‘And?’ I ask.


‘Actually I had a lot of fun.’


‘Me too.’ It’s nice not to have to lie to someone about how much I like playing music. ‘I’ve never played with other people before, always on my own – practising or in a lesson. And I’ve never used a cornet – I quite liked it.’


‘Multi-talented, you,’ Lenny says.


‘I have no idea whether I’m any-talented, let alone multi-talented! Thing is, when I play on my own I never know how it sounds, not really. The only way I can tell if I’m any good is if I play with people. That way I know if I’m keeping up and if it sounds OK and . . .’ I realize I’m totally rambling, drowning in my music obsession for a second.


‘Don’t doubt yourself,’ he says. ‘You were great.’


‘Whatever!’ I shake my head at him. ‘There’s no way you heard me from the string section.’


‘I heard . . .’ He looks down his nose at me. ‘And you only fluffed maybe two-thirds of your notes.’ He cracks up.


I whack him on the arm. ‘Rude!’


‘You know you’re good,’ he says.


‘Do I?’


‘Come on,’ he says, tilting his head to one side. ‘What does your instinct say?’


I frown. ‘I always have to listen to so many other people, my instinct never gets a look in.’ Maybe it’s time I started tuning into it.


‘It’s what Granny Fulton always said to me.’


‘She sounds very wise,’ I tell him.


‘Nuttier than a Snickers,’ he replies. ‘Except for that one saying.’


I laugh. I’m not intimidated by boys like some of the other girls are. I guess that’s the one and only perk of growing up with two brothers. Most aren’t worth bothering with, but some . . .


Lenny and I talk about music and football and stuff on TV and it’s really nice. No pressure. He doesn’t ask me about my feelings or which nail polish I prefer, which is great, because I hate those conversations. I don’t have a favourite nail polish; the only time I ever tried to apply it, I got it all over the bed sheets and Mum totally flipped. And as for my feelings . . . I find them so complicated that I can’t deal with them myself, let alone express them to other people.


We’ve already reached the Starbucks opposite the station and I hardly even noticed.


‘Want to get a coffee?’


Suddenly the easiness has dropped. Two seconds ago I was relaxed, and now we’re having coffee. What if we run out of things to say to each other? Lenny’s Donna’s boyfriend – what if people get the wrong idea and think I’m trying to steal him?


‘You’re paying though, yeah?’ he adds with a cheeky grin.


And with that, I know it can only be a friend thing.


‘Whatever,’ I say. And I push the door into the coffee shop. ‘You buy the coffee. I’ll pay for the free napkins.’


He wrinkles his nose. ‘Halves?’


‘Deal.’


I order a hot chocolate with cream and he orders a latte. While he’s getting sugar I find a table. Lenny puts his mug down, then takes the seat next to me. I take a sip of my hot chocolate, but it’s too hot and I spit it out. ‘That was classy!’


‘Very!’ he says with a laugh. ‘So you aren’t as perfect as you seem.’


What a weirdo. ‘I’m nowhere near perfect,’ I tell him.


His phone beeps and I carry on speaking as he gets it out of his pocket and checks it.


‘You should see the state of my bedroom floor,’ I say.


‘You have a bedroom floor?’ he asks, looking at the screen on his phone. ‘I think I used to have one, but I haven’t seen it in years.’ He doesn’t respond to the text, just puts his phone on the table.


‘Me neither,’ I say with a chuckle. ‘Beneath the jungle of school stuff and the mountains of clothes, somewhere there’s a path to my bed . . . so legend has it.’


‘I didn’t know you were one of those girls who was into clothes,’ he says.


I’m not sure how to take that. ‘Are you saying I’ve got no dress sense?’ I reply, trying to laugh it off.


‘No . . . I . . . er . . .’ He shakes his head, like he feels stupid for what he’s just said. ‘No, you look lovely. Always.’


Even though I know he’s not being serious I can feel myself blushing. I try to hide it by draping a napkin over my head and batting my eyelashes at him. ‘A contender for Next Top Model.’


We laugh and then both go quiet. Another one of my bad jokes. But the silence doesn’t feel awkward.


‘You’ve got brothers at Hillcrest, haven’t you?’ Lenny asks after a bit. ‘Bem and . . .


‘Bem and Jumoke,’ I tell him. ‘Jumoke is in Year 10. Bem’s in Year 9.’


‘Is that it?’ he asks me. ‘Just you three?’


‘Two brothers is more than enough!’ I say. ‘They’re all right, as brothers go, I suppose. Jumoke likes to act all tough, as the big brother. And Bem and I let him because it’s easier that way.’


Lenny nods with his eyes half closed like he gets it. ‘My sister’s the same.’ He pulls a chain out from under his collar. It has a purple guitar pick on it and he fiddles with it as he talks. ‘She’s always bossing me around. She’s worse than my mum!’


I nod like I get it too. But the truth is, at the moment, there’s not much that could be worse than my mum. Dad says we have to be more understanding, because she’s really stressed by this big project at work. But lately she’s a massive grump.


‘And do either of your brothers, you know . . .’ Lenny leans over and whispers in my ear, ‘play an instrument?’


I love that we have to hide our love of music together. It’s like our shared secret.


‘I would tell you,’ I whisper back, ‘but then I’d have to kill you.’


He laughs.


‘My dad used to play trumpet in a jazz band. He forced us all to do music,’ I admit. ‘We resisted at first, when he made us do lessons after school and practise every night. But now I’m glad he did. It’s like part of me. Like my lungs or my heart. I couldn’t live without it.’


I look at Lenny, feeling a bit embarrassed about opening up like that. But he’s nodding again. He understands.


‘Is that why you came to orchestra?’


I shake my head. ‘I was only at school because we were having a kick-about in the playground.’


‘I didn’t know you played football,’ he says.


‘Two older brothers.’ I shrug. ‘It’s kind of mandatory.’


He looks around as if checking for spies. ‘One older sister means I can plait hair. You tell anyone that and I’d have to kill you.’


This phrase has now become our thing. I don’t think I’ve ever had a thing with anyone before.


‘Do you think you’ll go again?’


‘I want to . . . and . . . well . . . if we’re telling secrets . . .’ I search my instincts for the first time. They seem to be saying that I can trust Lenny. But can I trust my instincts? ‘I love big-band swing music – I know it’s not cool.’ I dare to look at Lenny and he’s still listening to me. He doesn’t seem to judge me so I continue. ‘I’d do anything to play in a big band. And if it has to be in our lame school orchestra, then OK.’


I realize I’ve closed my eyes and got all intense, imagining being onstage playing with a big band for real, so I try to pull some dignity back by changing the subject.


‘But Mum can be quite strict about after-school stuff,’ I tell him. ‘Hopefully my dad will be able to talk her round.’


He nods slowly.


‘I don’t think the girls will understand,’ I tell him, ‘but it’d be worth being a social outcast if I get to play.’


I laugh, but Lenny doesn’t join in. He looks thoughtful.


‘Are you going back?’ I ask him.


He shakes his head. ‘I’m not as strong as you. I don’t think I could take the teasing.’


It’s weird to see a boy like Lenny show weakness.


‘I should go after what I want,’ I think out loud, ‘no matter what anyone else says.’ But then I remember everyone’s else’s reaction to the idea of orchestra. ‘Hopefully no one will find out anyway. Do you think that’s possible? If none of our friends come to the Christmas show, then maybe . . .’


His phone beeps again. He ignores it again.


‘Who’s that?’ I ask.


He shakes his head. ‘No one.’ He looks annoyed with whoever’s texting him.


‘Your mum?’ I guess, because my mum’s texts are the most annoying texts in the world.


He shakes his head again. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he says quickly.


The phone beeps again and this time I can’t help myself. I lean forward to check his display.




Donna.





He’s had three texts in five minutes. Which is more than I’ve had in the last five days . . . unless you count texts from family . . . which I don’t. I realize I’m jealous of Lenny because someone wants to talk to him. Even though it’s Donna, who I don’t even like that much.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ he says, gesturing at his phone. ‘What were we saying?’


But I can’t let it go. Lenny’s invited me here and we’re having coffee. He said he thinks I’m perfect. We chat really easily. He’s unbelievably good-looking. But if Donna knew I was thinking all this stuff about her boyfriend, she’d hate me. Sonia would hate me. And they’d make all the other girls hate me too. Then I’d be even more of an outcast with even less people texting me.


‘I don’t mind if you message your girlfriend.’ My voice catches a little as I say it.


Lenny takes a deep breath. ‘Donna’s not my girlfriend,’ he says. But he doesn’t seem to mind me thinking that she is.


I tilt my head to one side. ‘Really?’


‘Really,’ he says with a nod. ‘Honest.’


I smile, relieved. If they aren’t boyfriend and girlfriend, then I’m not doing anything wrong by hanging out with him.


I take a sip of my hot chocolate. Right now it’s perfect.
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