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Solihull, West Midlands, Friday 12th October 1979

The sound of the guitar being played drifted down the stairs to the three sitting around the kitchen table, even over the sound of the music on the radio that stood on the work surface by the wine rack. The mother sighed and slapped her hand on the table. “Richard, go fetch Katherine now before it’s too late!”

Richard, a lean, tall seventeen-year old, grinned and heaved himself out of the slatted back pine chair. “Alright, mother, I’ll go and get her.”

Upstairs his sister was seated on her bed, dressed for school. Two years younger than her brother, she was slim, her fair-coloured hair tied back in a pony-tail, blue eyed. Her features were quite symmetrical. Her eyebrows, un-manicured, were knitted close together as she frowned, a sign of exasperation as she concentrated on a riff on her six-string electric guitar. An old instrument, it wasn’t expensive or of good quality, but good enough for her to practice on. The pick she held in her left hand flicked across the B, G and D strings, the 2nd, 3rd and 4th from the bottom of her left-handed guitar.

Her right hand caressed the long neck of the instrument, her fingers pressing on the strings, dancing across the strings from fret to fret. Once again she missed one note and she clucked her tongue with irritation.

The sound was coming out of a small amp plugged into her bedroom wall socket, and the dials were turned down low so as not to annoy the neighbours along Elderstream Road in the west of Solihull, a town south of Birmingham, the second largest city in England.

The door opened and Richard stuck his head in. “Hey, Katie, come on, it’s getting late. Mother wants you down in the kitchen now.” He started to leave, then stopped. “And don’t go round the Wrekin.”

“Oh! I just can’t get this right!” she said in frustration. “Alright, I’m coming!”

Richard bounded down the carpeted stairs, his right hand firmly gripping the smooth-topped pine slatted handrail. It went with the kitchen furnishings. Pine and white. Very clean looking. Richard didn’t notice this, nor did it occur to him he should. He was dressed for school, with a blazer of deep blue and tie to match, with narrow yellow diagonal stripes down the front and the emblem of Elderstream School upon it in the form of a snowdrop. It was in January that the snowdrops appeared in profusion along the stream that passed next to the school that gave it the name.

He had the ubiquitous black trousers and white shirt found in schools the country over. His dark collar-length hair was free of a cap, and that was something he was grateful for. It was so unflattering, and the school had never really insisted on that item of wear even though his mother had bought one for him. 

Girls had the same colours, and had white blouses and black skirts instead of shirts and trousers, but that was all that was different. Richard threw himself back into his chair. “I told her not to go round the Wrekin, too.”

His mother, Charlotte, a neat, pretty woman in her mid-thirties, tutted. “Richard, please, we don’t want such talk in this household. It’s so common. I don’t know where you pick up such expressions, I really don’t. It’s ‘do not take all day’ if you must use metaphors.”

“Yes, mother,” Richard didn’t sound in the least bit sorry. He glanced at his father, an older version of himself, a smartly-dressed man of thirty-seven. He paused in the process of taking a drink of coffee from his cup – mugs were not permitted by Charlotte as being ‘too common’ – and nodded slightly towards his son.

“Do as your mother says, Richard.”

Charlotte smiled briefly at her husband, Andrew, for his show of support. Andy, as he preferred to be called and was so addressed by all his friends and work colleagues, but not at home, as ‘Andy’ was – well, common – knew better than to go against the wishes of the woman he loved. He sipped his filter coffee. Nescafe was not allowed over the threshold.

They all looked up as the figure of Katie came down the stairs. “About time, girl,” Charlotte scolded her. “You’ll be late for school at this rate!”

Katie smiled in apology and came over to the rectangular dining table. “Sorry!” she said. “I was trying to get that tune of mine right.”

“And mucking up that F chord,” her father commented. “Don’t worry, Katherine, it’ll come. Slow it down until you get it right, then speed it up. It’s all a case of muscle memory.”

“Yes, I will, Daddy.” She sat and looked at the fruit bowl. She selected a pear, a banana and an apple. She began slicing the fruit up with the sharp fruit knife and arranged the slices on a plate before her. The other three looked at her saying nothing. She became aware of the scrutiny and looked up. “What?”

“Happy birthday,” they chorused.

Katie beamed with embarrassment. Her eyes dropped. “Oh, thanks. Heh heh,” she rolled her eyes and looked up.

Her father thought she had the most beautiful big eyes he’d seen, but then he was her father and she was the apple of his eye. He leaned over and picked a bag up off the floor. “Something for you, daughter. You can open it now but you won’t be able to do anything else until you return from school.”

Katie forgot her breakfast and clasped her hands together. “Oh, what is it?”

Her mother smiled. “It’s for you to find out – have a look.”

Katie took the bag and placed it on her lap, then opened it. A pink-coloured wrapping met her eyes. She pulled it out, felt it, weighed it. Clothing. She looked at her father and smiled, then tore the packaging open. She knew her mother had wrapped it; her father wasn’t capable of such a neat arrangement, nor did pink register as a relevant colour to him. “Oh, God!”

“Katherine!” her mother chided her.

“Oh, sorry!” Katie put her hand to her mouth. Blasphemy was absolutely not allowed. Richard grinned in reaction, winking at her.

Katie held up a leather jacket. “Daddy!” she exclaimed, overcome with excitement. She got out of her chair and came round the table to her right and embraced him. “Can I try it on, please? Please?”

“No, her mother was firm. “When you come home from school. Now, go and eat your breakfast before it’s too late!”

“Thank you Daddy, you’re the best!” Katie beamed with joy and stroked the jacket. She wondered just how he had managed to persuade her mother it was fine for her to have one. Her mother had some odd attitudes about certain things. Leather jackets were associated with motorcycles and that was associated with Hell’s Angels. Katie had made no secret of the fact she wanted one. Her father had one that he wore when on stage at weekends when he performed with his part-time band Messengers of the Gods, doing 60s pop hits and early 70s rock covers, and naturally Katie and Richard had both repeatedly asked for one.

With musical parents – Charlotte had been a singer in her teens before falling pregnant with Richard – it had been no surprise that both had taken up the guitar at an early age. They vied with one another to be best, but no matter how hard Katie tried, Richard annoyingly remained the better guitarist. No matter, Katie had inherited her mother’s voice and could out-sing anyone she knew.

“My present will be given on Saturday when you will come with me to the shopping centre,” her mother said. “Now, are you sure there’s nobody coming here this evening?”

“No, Mother. I don’t even think anyone knows it’s my birthday,” Katie’s face clouded briefly. She exchanged a brief look with Richard who passed back a silent signal of support. “Anyway, they’re not friends of mine.”

“I wish you’d find a friend, Katherine,” Charlotte said.

“Oh she’ll get one when she’s ready, Charlotte,” Andy said. “Don’t fret so.” He stood up. “Right, must be off, insurance waits for no man.”

“Have a lovely day at the office, dear,” his wife kissed him. He exchanged the kiss, then left one on Katie’s cheek. “Have a good day at school. See you later, birthday girl,” he smiled and left.

Richard threw a couple of slices of toast down his throat. He looked at Katie who slowly ate her way through her fruit. He gulped down a lemonade and went to wipe his mouth with his hand, then became aware of the stiff outrage from his mother, so he used a paper napkin placed by his side for that purpose. “My present will be given to you later,” he said mysteriously. “Now, you’d best hurry up. I don’t want to be late for school either.”

Katie nodded. The radio was playing away in the background and her ears pricked up. Charlotte frowned at her son. “Why should you be late? You can set off now if you’ve finished?”

“Katie wants to talk to me on the way in.” He saw his mother was about to correct him. “Katherine.”

“Richard, please use her proper name at all times in this house; I will not tolerate such shortened terms.” 

Katie craned her neck and tried to listen to the song that was being played on the radio. Richard grinned. “Still going yampy over that one?”

“Yampy?” his mother said. “Oh please, Richard!”

“Mother, Richard, it’s a brilliant song! It’s number one, too.”

“It’s alright,” Richard grudgingly said, teasing her. “Not their best.”

“Oh, Richard, The Police are great! Message In A Bottle is all about not being the only one who is lonely! Such uplifting lyrics at the end. It’s a beautiful message to give.”

“If you say, sis.” Richard grinned infuriatingly.

“Richard, stop teasing your sister. I don’t know what all the fuss is about. The Police? Scruffy young men, if you ask me.”

“Mother, its only because they don’t play the music you prefer. If you were my age you’d love them.”

Richard chuckled. “Especially Sting, eh?”

Katie coloured. “Oh, stop it! Who is it you like? Olivia Newton-John? Susie Quatro?”

Richard continued to grin, not fazed by his sister’s clumsy attempts to irritate him. Charlotte stood up, her patience wearing thin. “You two, stop it! Now, Katherine, hurry up or you’ll both be late. Is your bag packed?”

“Yes Mother,” Katie stood up, finishing the last of her fruit. “I’m ready.” She grabbed her school bag, a haversack-type item, buff coloured. She slung one strap over her left shoulder and kissed her mother on the cheek. She then picked up a guitar bag that was resting against one wall and slung it over her other shoulder. An acoustic guitar didn’t weigh too much. Today one of her lessons was music and she was required to bring it in to play.

As she walked towards the hallway, Richard in close attendance, her mother picked up a long, thin object slightly larger than a cigar from the table. “Katherine, do not forget this, ever!” 

A contrite Katie ran back and took it, slipping it into her pack. “Yes, sorry, Mother, I won’t.”

“Your life depends on that, never forget it!”

“Yes, Mother.” Katie kissed her mother once more and quickly left the house. Outside, she walked to the path on the side of the road and stopped, breathing in deeply. Richard came up to her, shaking his head.

“She’s got a cob-on alright; what’s up with her this morning?” he wondered. “Still you shouldn’t have forgotten your adrenaline; you know how particular she is about that! What if you ate or drank something you were allergic to?”

“I know, Rich, it was just that it’s my birthday and I was so excited by Daddy’s present! A leather jacket! Now I can look the part,” she beamed, and Richard joined in, not being able to resist her smile. He was glad she had finally finished her dental course of teeth straightening that summer; her mouth had been a mass of metalwork and she had been the object of some cruel jibes from her fellow pupils. It had made her disinclined to smile, but now all had been done and her teeth were perfectly aligned, she could smile without any fear of being made fun of. 

Richard grinned. They began to walk down the road, a long, winding highway that ran down a slight hill to a roundabout where it intersected with one of the main roads of Solihull. The school was across from that. It would take them twenty minutes to get there. Cars and vans passed by at irregular intervals as they went, people going to work. “I’m still amazed that Dad persuaded Mother to allow it! You know how anti- she is.”

“Maybe I’ll get a motorcycle now and wear a German helmet with swastikas and bring home a big fat bearded boyfriend of forty years of age,” she smiled wickedly.

Richard doubled up. Katie had one of the most wicked senses of humour he knew. It was a shame she rarely used it when away from him, but then probably she had not much cause to. He straightened and wiped his eyes. “You are so funny, Katie. You ought to be a comedienne. So,” he began walking again, “what is it you want to talk to me about? You being bullied again?”

“Oh, no, not that,” her face clouded over. “At least, no more than normal.”

“It’s still bad?”

Katie bit her lower lip for a moment and said nothing.

“Katie?” Richard stopped and held her arm. “Talk to me. How bad is it?”

She sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Same as always. Names, laughing at me, sometimes things being taken from my bags, or stuff written on the blackboard.” She looked at him, her eyes moist. “I’m used to it, Richard. I ignore it now. At least the awful punching and scratching has stopped since you beat that boy up.”

“Well the git deserved it,” he said darkly. “If there’s anyone who’s being especially bad, let me know.”

“Its fine, Richard, thank you. I just deaf it.” She smiled briefly, a sad smile. 

Her brother looked at her, then pulled her to him and hugged her tight. She allowed him to, finding the physical touch a comfort. She wasn’t looking forward to the day, but then she never did when going to school. The only thing that kept her going was her music; she lost herself in it, thinking up tunes, lyrics, dreaming of being on stage playing in front of a horde of adoring fans. It distanced her from the cruelty of her classmates.

A van passed, honking its horn, the window down and a raucous cheer went up from the two men in it. Richard raised two fingers in their direction as they vanished down the road. Katie stiffened and pulled away, leaving Richard with a slight wet patch on his shirt. She fished out a handkerchief from a pocket and wiped her eyes. Since she never wore makeup – Richard had never seen her use any ever – there was no issue with anything running. There again, school frowned on makeup except on special days when they had a ‘no uniform day’ and the like. Then there was the Concert Day on the penultimate day of the school year every July.

“Were they thinking we were kissing?” she asked, dabbling her nose.

“Stuff them,” Richard growled. “I gave them the v’s anyway.”

“Ooh, what if they’d stopped?”

“No they wouldn’t have. So, come on, what is it you want to talk to me about?”

They resumed their walk. Katie was silent a moment, then took a deep breath. “Are you really going to quit your band?”

“I already have; told them to stick their band up their arses. I’m not going back to them, the pathetic kids. Nobody says bad things about my sister.”

Katie looked at him, her eyes huge. “But it was only one song – your band is brilliant! What’s going to happen now? The school won’t have a band if it breaks up! Please, don’t do it, Richard, it’s only a silly song after all.”

He shook his head. “It’s not a ‘silly song’. It’s brilliant. I mean, that end solo, God it sent shivers down my back when I heard you play it for me. I love the subject too – battles and war. Perfect. And those stupid idiots refused it only because a girl wrote it! Bah, I’m best away from them and their idiotic children’s attitudes. You know they loved it at first, until I told them you had written it? It all changed then. They just didn’t like the idea a girl had written it, especially one from the 4th year.” He looked in disgust at the trees lining the road. “Anyway, I’m finishing at Elderstream in the spring and next year I’ll be going to university with Debbie.”

“Oh, yes,” Katie said, subdued. “You really like her don’t you?”

“Yes. I prefer to be with her than the band anyway. Quitting now solves a lot of problems. They can try to get another guitarist but who else here is good enough? Only you.”

“Me? Oh come on, Rich, I’m nothing special. You’re miles better than me!”

Richard stopped again and took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Listen to me, you saft thing: you are a brilliant guitarist. You write great songs. You sing ...oh, fantastically. It’s a shame you’ve got asthma, but those sorts of things tend to clear up as you get older. You could walk onto any stage with your talent and wow the crowd. You have a great deal of natural talent. I think it’s a shame you hide it.” He grinned at her crestfallen face. “But you are right in one thing.”

She looked up. “Oh?”

“I am miles better than you.” He grinned cheekily.

“Oh, you!” she said and went to slap him.

He easily evaded her and skipped away, laughing. She made a half-hearted effort to catch him but they both knew she had little chance of that. After a few seconds she stood there, looking forlorn, and he relented, coming up to her. “Come on, silly. Look, the school will have to find another band for the End of Year Concert. They have months yet. I expect Mr. Cleaver won’t be best pleased but bands break up all the time. They’ll hold auditions and find out who is good enough. You form a band – with you in it you could have three or four plant pots and you’d be better than any other.”

She laughed briefly. “Maybe we could call ourselves The Plant Pots. Seriously though, I don’t know anyone, and I don’t think anyone would want me, the school loner. I don’t think I’ve got the nerve to, either.”

He shrugged. “The opening is there, and it’d be a shame not to have a Long involved in the school band. Richard Long is no more, but here is Katie Long.” He eyed her briefly, but she didn’t comment, so he let it slip. “So – nobody in your class knows it’s your fifteenth birthday?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t really want the fuss, Richard. They’d only poke fun or say something horrible.”

They walked round a long, curving bend in the road. Houses stood to either side, set back in the leafy suburban environment. Richard felt sad for her. He knew how talented she was, and how funny she could be, but school was crushing her. The bullying had been going on for quite some time, and he didn’t always know the full story, but he could guess. He wasn’t stupid. Katie had always been withdrawn and didn’t make friends easily, and this had provoked a reaction in the form of name-calling.

When the girl hadn’t reacted, it had only encouraged more of the same, and hair-pulling, punching, spitting and scratching had taken place on a regular basis. Finally she had gone to her teacher to complain but it had been brushed aside, Katie being told not to exaggerate. The school just didn’t want to go through the effort of pulling up those who were responsible. Richard had been furious, and Katie had endured worse after that, punishment for daring to tell on them.

That was when Richard had intervened, beating up one of the worst culprits, a sly individual he took an instant dislike to. It had resulted in Richard sending out a clear message that was heeded by most, but there were always those who would do it no matter what. Katie had insisted she was handling it, but he knew she was hurting terribly. It only made her more withdrawn.

She had extracted a promise from him not to tell their parents. She ‘didn’t want any fuss’, or so she said. He didn’t get it. As long as she kept it concealed, it would continue. Maybe she was too terrified of the reaction if she raised it again. The school just didn’t seem interested and there were too many bullies for the teachers and headmaster to discipline. Easier to sweep it under the carpet. Bad for the image of the school and all that rubbish.

They were near the bottom of the road now and the roundabout was coming into view. Over the road the metal link chain fencing could be seen with its concrete posts. The entrance was out of sight to the left over the busy road Elderstream intersected with. Katie had gone very quiet.

She was feeling that dread that cloaked her when she was at school, when her world shrank, closed in on her. Her focus was a narrow path ahead of her, in an attempt to shut out the unpleasantness around. Her belief was if she ignored them, they would ignore her, which is really all she wanted. If she got through a day without any nastiness, that was a triumph. It didn’t take the nauseous feeling away, but at least it gave her a little glimmer of hope that maybe today, at least, she wouldn’t have to face the taunts.

At least she wouldn’t be called ‘Jaws’. Her teeth bracing had been yet another opportunity for them to poke fun at her. She hadn’t dared to smile or even open her mouth at times in the two years it had taken to straighten all her teeth. But there were other things they made fun at. What was beginning to come to the fore were sexual things. Because she had never taken any interest in any of the boys at school, now she was being called a lesbian. ‘Lezzie Long’ was her new nickname.

“Come on, sis, it’ll be alright. It is your birthday after all,” Richard said encouragingly as they reached the road opposite the school entrance. Other kids were there and a few glanced their way, but when they saw Richard glaring at them they hastily looked away.

Here was a traffic-light crossing. On the other side of the road were the gates, curving in away from the pavement in perfect symmetry. More kids were there, congregating by the two open gates and beyond in the yard. Katie caught sight of a group of girls and swallowed nervously. She took Richard’s hand for comfort.

He looked over and recognised them. “Oh, Caroline Foster. She’s a bad one, her. She bullying you still? I’ll speak to her.”

“Oh God, Richard, no!” Katie was instantly pleading with her brother.

The ‘Pelican’ lights changed to green for the pupils and they crossed en masse. Richard squeezed her hand and released it. Katie suddenly felt cast adrift, alone in a sea of angry waves and fear pressed in on her. Her legs reluctantly carried her to the gates. A wave of panic rose up but she forced it down. Shaking, she entered the school grounds.

Caroline Foster spotted her and smiled. A slightly shorter girl than Katie, she was dark haired, her hair cut shorter and arranged in thick curls. Her eyes were brown, she had a ready smile but it wasn’t a heart-warming one; it was more predatory. As one of the girls in the class who had developed her bust before most of the others, she had been the first to lose her virginity, and she brazenly flirted with any boy she fancied, and ultimately had sex with him. If the boy refused a smear campaign magically began, accusing him of being ‘a poof’.

Caroline was the ‘tough girl’ of the class, and ruled the rest of the girls with a rod of iron. None dared speak up against her. A lot of the boys trod warily around her, too. She had, as expected, a collection of girls around her, those who wanted to be seen with her, and copied her behaviour. They revelled in the respect they got from the rest of the year as a result. Caroline’s office was an outside toilet at the end of the yard, a brick building that contained four cubicles, and backed onto a wall that marked the school boundary.

She stepped forward, arrogantly, a smile on her face. “Oh, look who it is. My friend Long and her delicious brother.”

Richard frowned and stepped up to her. She looked up at him, her tongue playing over her lips. The desire to have him was all too clear. He looked at the three girls with her, then dismissed them as being irrelevant. They would do whatever Caroline told them to. “Go easy on Katie today, Caroline – she’s fifteen today, so I would like everyone to be good to her, got it?”

Katie quailed inside, standing just behind her brother. Why did he have to tell her this? Now she’d get fun poked at her for certain. Caroline looked at Katie in a way she didn’t care for much. She was terrified of Caroline, and she tried to control her shaking. “Well, our little Long is fifteen today? Many happy returns, I’m sure.” She looked at Richard. “I’ll take care of your little sister, Richard, but it’ll cost you.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Oh? Can’t you just be nice to her for once?”

“For once?” she looked surprised. “I’m always good. I can guarantee it today if you... give me a kiss to remember. Tongues. The lot.”

Richard scowled. “With a fourth year?”

“Oh, well, in that case I don’t think I’d be encouraged to look after your sister all day – I have other things to do and you know there’s too many kids to keep an eye on,” she sighed hugely.

Richard pulled a face of dismay. “You promise?”

“Of course – I keep my word,” she said coquettishly, fluttering her eyes at him and running a hand down her blouse, outlining her left breast.

Katie looked away, feeling sick. Her brother was willing to lower himself like this? All for her benefit of course, but she’d rather he didn’t. 

Caroline smiled confidently; she now had control of the situation. “My office, now. Long, you come along. I’ll look after you all of today, birthday girl.”

“But-but...”

“Don’t argue, do as Caroline says,” Caroline pointed at her with authority. Katie meekly acquiesced. Richard went with the girls through the car park and around the back, passing the old science block that had seen better days, the 6th form block where Richard had his class, and along a narrow path into the main yard for the pupils. Some were here now but not many, as they were all expected to go to their classes for registration.

At the end were the outside toilets and Caroline strode over to them, followed by Richard. The other girls turned just short of them and stood with arms folded. Katie was unsure as to what to do, so one of them grabbed her by the arm and forced her to stand with them. She looked out of her depth.

Caroline and Richard were in the toilets for perhaps five minutes before both came out. Richard looked embarrassed and looked at his sister. “Go on, it’ll be alright. See you later,” and he left hurriedly, leaving Katie feeling all alone.

Caroline came up to her, looking slightly flushed. “Your brother is a fantastic kisser. Mmm...odd isn’t it? The same family produces an utter dish, and a complete failure. Ah well, these things happen. I’m to look after you and so that’s what we’ll do, won’t we girls?”

The others laughed.

Katie fought a strong desire to wet herself.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The classroom was nearly full by the time they arrived. It was five to nine, five minutes to registration. The teacher, Mr. Hawkins, looked up as the knot of girls came in. He was a squat man, dark haired but beginning to grey, of that kind of indeterminate age to pupils that was over thirty and could be anything up to fifty. He smoked a pipe and had long sideburns, a relic of a time when he might have been called fashionable but now he’d been left behind by Punk and a host of new fashions that had left him washed up on the high tide mark of early 70s styles.

Katie turned left along the first aisle and made for her solitary desk, along the wall where a row of single desks ran. There were two rows of twin desks that took up the middle part of the room, and another single row on the far side. It suited Katie to have a single desk; at least she had a wall on one side of her and that couldn’t inflict any harm. Hers was the fifth desk down. She put her guitar down against the wall and slung her haversack onto the desk top. She sat down gratefully and eyed warily Caroline who sat slightly behind her and on the first double row from where she sat.

A few near her looked at her, then ignored her, or in West Midlands parlance, deafed her. Solihull was a more affluent area and regarded itself as ‘posher’ than many of the towns around it, but the kids nonetheless preferred to use the slang as an act of rebellion against their parents and the ruling establishment.

There was the usual buzz of conversations about what had been on the TV last night, or more importantly what was coming that evening, Dallas. ITV was currently suffering because of a technician’s strike, so it was mainly the BBC that was under discussion. Katie caught one of the boys speaking to his friend about the Yorkshire Ripper who had killed twelve women in the north, and that sent a shiver down her back. Whoever it was, was still at large. She sincerely hoped he would be caught soon.

Football was inevitably being spoken about, something she knew little about. It seemed Nottingham Forest were doing well, as were Manchester United and some club called Crystal Palace. Katie wondered if the Queen owned them. Her dad followed Aston Villa passionately, going to every home game when possible. He’d taken Katie once but it had been a confused maelstrom of noise, people, bad language and rain. Not something she wanted to have repeated.

The door shut and the hubbub died away. Mr. Hawkins opened the large hard-backed A2 sized register and picked up his pen and his half-moon glasses over which he liked to peer, hoping it made him look wise. He had no idea it failed totally. “Alright, quieten down,” he said in his deep baritone voice. “Let’s see who’s here. Abbott.”

“Sir,” Abbott responded, knowing he was always the first. The time-honoured monotony of the teacher calling out the names was answered with bored responses as Hawkins went through the alphabetical list of the pupils.

“Foster.”

“Yes, sir, I’m here.” A few sniggers accompanied her cheeky reply.

Mr. Hawkins looked up with irritation. Caroline Foster was one of his problem pupils, and he’d had her put in detention so many times but it seemed to make little difference. It continued until he came to Katie. “Long.”

As she opened her mouth to respond, Caroline beat her to it. “She’s here sir; it’s her birthday.”

Katie wanted to die. All eyes were now on her, and she lowered her head, the burning of her cheeks evident. Oh God, please, take me anywhere but here. She dared not look up, at anyone, for she knew the smirks would be there, the looks of amusement. Her stomach churned. What made things worse she felt the first tightening in her lungs, a prelude to yet another asthma attack. It always happened when she was stressed. At least though she had her inhaler, the light blue one.

Mr. Hawkins spoke slowly over the murmur of sound. “Alright, Foster. I’m sure Long is capable of responding herself.”

“Oh yes she is sir, but she’s a little shy and she’d never tell anyone it’s her fifteenth birthday today,” Caroline said with emphasis. “All girls can get a birthday kiss at break time if you’re lucky.”

Katie fought a rising wave of tears. How could that girl say such a thing in front of everyone? Her face was burning like a furnace. She knew she was as red as a tomato. The room span slightly and she squeezed her eyes tightly shut, willing the world to vanish. “S-sir,” she managed to say, hoping he would move on and everyone could forget her.

“Give her the bumps?” someone suggested and sniggered. Katie was horrified. She’d seen the boys do that to an unfortunate in the playground and it involved a whole gang grabbing the victim, and keeping hold of him, tossing him up and down the requisite number of times for their years. The bad part was each time the birthday celebrant reached the lowest point, everyone would send one foot up, thus booting the poor soul. It left the boy painfully holding his back at the end of it while the others walked off laughing.

What would that do to her? She thought about calling into the nurse sick. She certainly felt it. She was aware that the teacher was calling for silence and then proceeded with the register. Katie glanced over her left shoulder and Caroline was grinning at her, then mimed a kiss, running her tongue over her lips at the end of it.

Katie reddened again and looked away.

The first two lessons were Domestic Science. A double lesson in cooking. Katie didn’t mind this. It helped her concentrate on making something, and Caroline and her cohorts of pain were always up front before Miss Francis, a severe woman with a shock of blonde curls atop her head. As the pupils made their way in an untidy and irregular mass to the domestic science room, Katie felt a hand under her skirt. She stiffened in shock and spun round.

Craig Vine. A big, boorish boy, one of the strongest in the year. Thought he was God’s gift to girls. Good at rugby, or so it was said. He had a string of girlfriends, and the rumour was that he was built, well, like a horse. That was his nickname, one he proudly made sure everyone knew. “Well, Long,” he rumbled, leering at her. “Want a birthday snog, or are you really only interested in the girls like everyone says?”

“Leave me alone!” Katie slapped his hand desperately, backing away into a knot of other pupils. “I don’t want a snog!”

Vine sniggered. “Not from a boy, anyway. Lucky its domestic science; I’ve got metalwork. See you at break time – me and the other boys are gonna line up and we all want a tonguer from you. I’ve never kissed a lezzie before. It’s gonna be interesting.” He walked off, laughing.

Caroline came up, a mock pitying look on her face. “Oh, Long, you being picked on by the big nasty boy? Come with me; stay by my side and they won’t even look at you. They’ll all want some of me instead.” She smiled and put an arm round her shoulders. Katie shook with revulsion but was held tightly. Another of Caroline’s friends pushed against her from the other side and so Katie was taken helplessly to the front of the class.

That was a nightmare. Caroline was fairly uninterested in her lessons, and ignored what the teacher Miss Francis told her. The lesson was to make a strawberry sponge, and each girl had a bowl in front of her. Their eggs were lined up and as Katie went to pick hers up, she noticed one was missing. “Oh, there’s one missing, Miss,” she said.

Miss Francis came over, looking at the ingredients before her. “Well, Katherine, I told you to bring three in, so either you forgot to bring the third or you’ve mislaid one. You’ll just have to put less flour in.”

Katie nodded. She didn’t know what had happened to it, but she dutifully set about making the sponge, albeit with fewer ingredients. At the end of the double lesson and with break time looming, everything was being packed up and hands washed, aprons removed and the sponges removed from the ovens to cool. Caroline and her friends had largely left her to it, mainly she suspected because Miss Francis was almost constantly watching them. They did snigger and mess about when the opportunity presented itself, and Caroline once shaped a rather rude object and then when Miss Francis had her back turned proceeded to lick the end. Katie went deep red again and looked into her bowl.

As the lesson ended Katie reached for her bag and noticed the top was undone. There was also a wet stain on the flap and eggshells on the floor next to it. With a sinking heart she fully opened it. The inside was a slimy mass of broken egg, all over her books and possessions. She sighed in dismay. It would take a huge amount of cleaning to get it off, and maybe the stain would never go.

“Oh, what happened here, Long?” Caroline asked solicitously, leaning over. “Oh, dear, so that’s where the missing egg went. That was careless of you, Long, wasn’t it? Here’s me looking after you and you do a silly thing like this. Tut tut.”

Katie bit her lower lip. As the bell went to herald the start of the break she rushed out, away from Caroline and her friends. One of the other girls stood back as Katie rushed past, and loudly commented that Long was in a hurry for the kissing session with the boys. Another bout of fear gripped her. Where could she go?

There were a few of the boys down the corridor so she plunged outside. Most of the pupils hadn’t yet come out so she ran as fast as she could to the outdoor toilets, away from any prying eyes. At least the boys couldn’t come here. She flung herself into the end cubicle and locked the door and sat down on the seat. She grabbed the toilet paper and opened her bag again, removing her books. Slime dripped over them. She started cleaning them stoically, resigned to the fact this was her lot.

Caroline meanwhile came out into the yard and looked around. “Where did Long go?” Her friends looked equally puzzled. Now more boys and girls were emerging. One of her friends nudged her and pointed to the road off to the right. Caroline looked and saw a young man of eighteen, one of the locals, whom she had been seeing on and off for a month or so. He pointed to the end of the road where a couple of garages stood. The ten-foot high wall behind the toilets was the back of these garages. He had on occasion in the past few weeks slipped over the wall for an illicit bit of petting.

Caroline nodded and he vanished at a trot. She turned to her three friends. “Make sure nobody comes anywhere near my office in the break. You got it?” Without waiting for a response she walked across the yard towards the toilets, her friends a short distance behind her, ready to take up their sentinel places ten feet short of the block as usual.

Meanwhile Katie had wiped most of the runny egg from her books, and was now cleaning her inhaler and adrenaline case. The adrenaline was a vital piece of equipment for her. Life had played a cruel trick on her, inflicting on her an allergic condition that manifested itself in the form of anaphylactic shock. Basically if she ate or drank anything she was allergic to – and there was plenty she was – then her body reacted in a severe form of self-defence where it over produced antibodies, flooding her system and especially her lungs. In ten minutes she could theoretically drown in her own fluids. Adrenaline was the antidote to this; it slowed the reaction long enough for her to get proper medical attention.

The inside of her bag was damp and slimy, so she wiped this too. She threw the sticky, glistening mass of tissue paper down the toilet and slumped in her seat. She fought back tears of frustration, but the tightness in her chest wasn’t going away. Her breathing was starting to hurt and it was getting harder to actually satisfy her demand for oxygen. She reached for her inhaler, paused, then flicked off the square cap at the bottom and placed the tube in her mouth, then pressed the cylinder, inhaling deeply.

Caroline came into the block and was about to check the doors when the eighteen-year old scrambled over the wall and landed with a thump next to her. “Hello, pet,” he began. “been thinking of you.”

She looked wildly around but he took hold of her head. “Been wanting some of this ever since last Saturday. Wondered if you’ve been going off me.” 

Katie stopped in shock, her eyes wide. A man in the girl’s toilets? The teachers would go yampy. She hardly dared breathe, but knew she had to if she was to feel better. So she breathed in gently and slowly, hardly daring to make any sound at all. What she heard scared her.

“Stop it, Alan,” Caroline said. “The school will go mad if they find you here!”

“They don’t know I’m here and I want some of you right now. Get in that cubicle.”

“But Alan – we can’t... not here!”

Katie heard Caroline cry out then it was muffled out, and there came a couple of thuds as bodies struck the side of a cubicle, two away from her by the sound of things. Caroline was making muffled sounds, and Alan was making all kinds of filthy references as to what he was going to do with her and how. He was also hoarsely whispering to her to get her knickers off or he would rip them off himself.

Katie was seized with fear, but also outrage. She knew Caroline was being attacked, and was probably going to be raped. A thought suddenly hit her. The Yorkshire Ripper. Was it Alan? Had he come south and was now targeting girls here? She stood up, shaking. The muffled sounds of Caroline grew more desperate and fearful. A decision was made. She unlocked her cubicle and stepped out, seeing the last door swinging back and forth irregularly.

She filled her lungs. “Stop that,” she said in her best posh matronly voice. “Or I get the police, now!”

“Shit!” Alan exclaimed and wrenched the door open and hurled himself up, grabbing the top of the wall and scrambled up. He was wearing jeans, trainers and a sweater. It was an athletic feat but he was up and over and gone before Katie could draw breath.

Slowly Katie approached the last cubicle. Caroline was sat there, shaking, her knickers loosely round her ankles. Her hair was untidy and her blouse open to her belly button, and her bra had been wrenched up to her collar bones, exposing both breasts. Her head was in her hands. Katie gently entered the space and knelt before her. “It’s alright Caroline,” she said softly. “He’s gone.”

“Go away!” Caroline snapped.

“But someone might come. Let’s get you tidied.”

“I said...” Caroline looked up abruptly. Her face was marked. “I said get away,” she whispered furiously.

“Oh...alright,” Katie said, standing up. “Sorry.”

Caroline stared at her, then burst into tears. Katie stood there irresolutely, then put her bag down and knelt again. This time she eased Caroline’s knickers up to her knees, then over them and slowly pushed them higher. Caroline slapped her hands and completed the job, standing up. Her clothes were all awry. The two girls looked at each other at a distance of two feet, then Katie put her arms round the girl who had been making her life a misery.

Caroline stiffened, then took hold of her, almost crushing Katie with her grip. After a couple of minutes she stopped, sniffed and released her. She looked at her clothes and adjusted her bra, then began re-buttoning her blouse. Once that was done she sat down on one side of the seat, shaking with reaction.

Katie placed her bottom on the other half and sat there silently for a moment. Neither girl looked at the other. Then Katie looked at the shut door. “A right pair we are. Look at us.”

Caroline sucked in her breath, got control and closed her eyes. “Not a word to anyone. Ever. You got that, Long?”

“Yes, sure,” Katie said, then took a chance. “Foster.”

Caroline looked at Katie with incredulity, seeing her eyes sparkling with humour, her lips twitching. Then, suddenly, she was giggling. Katie sniggered, then all at once the two were laughing outright. They embraced again, and then Caroline stood up. “Well, what do we say? What have we been doing here together?”

Katie stood up and looked at the ground for a moment. “With my reputation they’ll think we’ve been doing lezzie things.”

“Yes. Stuff that! So what?”

“Fighting. I’ve been cheeky to you and you’ve taken me here to teach me a lesson.” 

“Oh great. And how do we convince people of that?”

Katie looked at Caroline. She got out her egg-smeared mirror and showed it to Caroline. The girl hissed and put her fingers to the mark on her cheek. Alan must have hit her – she didn’t have any recall. Katie took it back. “I have an idea.”

A minute later the yard was amazed to hear a high-pitched scream and see the sight of two girls bursting from the toilets, Caroline Foster belabouring Katie Long with a couple of lusty blows, knocking her to the concrete ground, screaming out what a bitch she was. The pupils gathered round, chanting out ‘fight, fight’ in excitement, watching as Katie was pummelled on the ground, yet getting a hold of Caroline’s hair and tugging it, screaming out in pain.

Two teachers came running, pushing through the crowd, taking hold of the two girls and marching them to the headmaster, Frank Billings. Billings was a tall, thin man with bony cheeks, large ears and a greying moustache. He looked up in dismay at the two dishevelled girls before him, listening to the report by Maureen Spicer, the P.E. teacher who had been one of the two who had separated the two fighting girls.

“Well, I’m not surprised that you, Foster, are one of the two involved.” He looked at Katie, nursing a swelling eye and cut lip which she was licking. “But I am surprised at you, Long. You’ve never been involved in this sort of thing before. Have you anything to say?”

“Sir,” Katie said thickly. She looked down. Caroline said nothing, being more prepared to stare haughtily at the head.

“Very well. Detention for the pair of you after school. One hour.”

“Oh, sir, it’s my birthday!” Katie said.

“Well, you should have thought of that before getting involved in such a disgraceful exhibition. I shall be writing to both your parents. I do not expect a repeat of this ever, do you hear?”

“No sir,” Katie said softly. Caroline said nothing.

“Foster?” Billings said harshly.

“No. Sir.”

“Now get out, the pair of you.”

Outside the two were admonished by the two teachers before being sent on their way. The next two lessons were music, so Katie had to go fetch her guitar. Caroline went with her, grinning. “There you go, Long, your first experience of being a naughty girl. Was it good for you?”

“What?” Katie looked puzzled, then understood Caroline’s double meaning. “Oh – ah...” she chuckled. “You were fantastic, Foster.”

“Stop calling me that, Long!” Caroline exclaimed and slapped her.

“Ow! Sorry! Caroline.”

“That’s better. Now listen Long, and listen good. You did me a good turn back there but don’t go thinking you can take liberties with me, alright?”

“No! I won’t, honest!” Katie fingered the slap on her face. It competed with the throbbing pain of the thump she’d received in the fight outside. The pain was unfamiliar and very uncomfortable. She could feel the skin under her left eye swelling.

Caroline glared at her, then her features softened. “As long as you keep quiet, then there’s nothing you need to worry about. Some birthday present, isn’t it?” They regarded one another for a moment. Then Caroline snorted in amusement. “You look so different now you’ve been roughed up. Much better. That gives me an idea. You doing anything on Saturday evening?”

Katie looked surprised. “Uh, no. Mother’s taking me shopping during the day. What is it?”

“A birthday present from me. Oh don’t worry, it’s not going to be anything unpleasant; come to my house. You know where I live?”

“N-no....”

Caroline smiled briefly. “It’s Whitefields Avenue, off the Whitefields Road on the other side of the fields here. Number eleven. Be there at 7.30. Don’t be late.”

“A birthday present, for me?”

“Yes, don’t look so surprised! You’ve earned it today. Now let’s get to the music lesson. That’s one thing you are good at.”

“Oh, I’m alright, I suppose,” Katie admitted as they made their way to their classroom to pick up the guitar. “Daddy gave me my first one when I was six.”

“You’ve been playing that long? No wonder you’re good.”

Katie blushed. To hear a compliment from the normally gruff Caroline Foster was unheard of. It made her feel quite warm inside. Then Caroline said something else that made her bright red.

“Besides, you’ve got a crush on Mr. Cleaver.”

“Oh, I do not, Caroline!”

Caroline chuckled, seeing the reaction. “Oh, really? Look at you. He he, you have!”

“Oh, but -but I just enjoy music!” Katie floundered. Her face was burning like a beacon.

Caroline smirked, enjoying Katie’s discomfort. “I suppose you really aren’t a lezzie after all. Or maybe you swing both ways?”

“Swing both ways?” Katie was lost. She picked her guitar up, trying to concentrate on anything other than what the other girl was saying.

“You like both? I don’t know. Me, well I love boys and that’s it. You? You’ve never said and never looked as if you’re interested in any of the boys in the class. You ought to try one; you might enjoy it. I do! Have you tried any of the girls? Like Kerry Caldicott. I’m sure she’s a lezzie. How about her?”

“No! Please Caroline, please, I’m just... not interested... in anyone.”

Caroline looked at the distress on Katie’s marked and disfigured face. “Alright, I’ll ease off you. I did promise your brother, so I ought to live up to that.”

“Richard would be horrified if he knew what you’ve done to me today.”

“What would he do? I got a lovely snog from him too. Wow your brother is great!” She regarded Katie as they walked along the half-empty corridor towards the music block. “I don’t get it. He’s so wonderful, easy. And you? How different. Why is that?”

Katie’s face showed pain for a moment, then she shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m just the way I am, Caroline. I love music.”

“And not much else. Listen, Long, and I’m going to give you this free piece of advice. Ease up; stop being so up-tight. Relax around people, be more friendly. It’s amazing how that’ll change how people look at you. Alright?”

“Yes, yes. Thank you.” Katie looked at Caroline, wondering whether there was anything else she wanted to say. When there was nothing, they resumed. The music block was out of the end door and across a short walk along concrete slabs. The doors were pulled open by hauling on long chrome handles, and then they turned left and the hall was at the end. It was used for indoor concerts and could seat a couple of hundred.

David Cleaver stood at the end of the hall, hands on hips, eyeing the two late arrivals. The others in the class turned and a buzz rose up from them. Cleaver was in his early thirties, dark-haired, wore black-framed Buddy Holly-style glasses, and was always smartly dressed. “Nice of you to turn up, ladies,” he greeted them. “What have you been up to?”

“They’ve been fighting, sir,” one of the boys eagerly told him. “It was great!”

The class laughed. Cleaver stared in disbelief at the two. “Fighting? You two? What on earth over? A boy?”

More laughter. Katie went red yet again, while Caroline smirked. “No chance sir, no boy would choose Long over me.” The boys cheered. Katie’s head went down.

Cleaver shook his head sadly. “You look as if you need to see the nurse. You shouldn’t really be at school looking like that, especially you, Katherine.”

Katie shook her head. It was hurting but she didn’t want the others to see what a cry baby she was. It was bad enough with all the name calling and sneers as it was. “No sir, honestly, I’m alright. It looks worse than what it is.”

Cleaver pondered on it for a moment, then sighed and gestured impatiently to an empty chair at the front. “Sit down then, and you, Caroline. Not together – I don’t want your argument to continue in this class.”

“That’s fine sir,” Caroline said, “I don’t want to sit next to her anyway.” More chuckles from the class.

“Now, now, no need for that, Caroline.” Cleaver gave her a severe stare which bounced off the unrepentant girl. He looked at Katie who was fussing over her guitar case, un-fastening it. He had a problem with her; he knew she was far better than the rest of the class, it was patently clear to him, yet she was holding herself back. He could feel it. Songs and tunes she ought to be able to fly through with ease she laboured over, and chords that he knew she could do she flunked unexpectedly. She was quite a frustrating pupil. Her brother had been brilliant – as long as it was with the guitar. He had shown no interest in anything else, and he had the feeling Katie was going to be just as good as her brother with the six-string.

“Now, I want us to have a go at Mozart today,” he said. Groans. “Now, now, Mozart was one of the most talented and brilliant writers of the eighteenth century, the equivalent of Lennon and McCartney rolled into one, but much better.”

“Oh, sir, you can’t say that,” one of the boys objected. “The Beatles were fantastic! Mozart is a fuddy-duddy.”

“That’s just your opinion, Hopkins. Mozart was a huge influence on music. He still is. So many of his works are in use every day, and I’m willing to bet you’ve heard of a fair number of them, even if you don’t know it was Mozart who wrote them. Now, violins, flutes.”

Those with those instruments sighed and got ready. The others sat, most of them bored, while they went laboriously through the Violin Concerto Number 4 in D Major. Katie listened, trying to get her ear in. The trouble was her mind was on other things. Things had gone on that day that she needed to think about. One of her worries was what would the reaction be of her parents when the letter about her fighting arrived, probably in the morning. Her mother would hit the roof, certainly. Mind you, the marks on her face was evidence that she’d been involved in something untoward.

Then there was the present from Caroline. What was that going to be? She worried it would be something – adult. She hoped not; she didn’t want to be pushed into something she didn’t want. But there was something else gnawing away at her. The half-friendly exchanges and embraces from the girl had warmed her – made her want more. She suddenly realised how lonely she really was, just like the lyrics in Message In A Bottle. She didn’t want to be lonely anymore. She looked round at Caroline who gave her a stone-faced look back. Katie lowered her eyes and looked away in disappointment.

Towards the end of the lesson Cleaver turned to Katie. “How about something with your guitar, Katherine? You’ve been sitting there quietly all lesson. We’ve got ten minutes before lunch. We’ve done enough Mozart. I’d like you to try something you can play.”

Katie stared at the teacher. She didn’t know what to say or do. Her mouth opened and closed, and she was aware of the rest of the class staring at her. Oh no, not going red again! she thought with dismay. There were a few stifled sniggers and she looked at Cleaver with a silent plea in her eyes.

He wasn’t going to let her off the hook though. He was determined to get her to play; he knew she was good enough. He looked at the class. “You want her to play something more modern?”

“Yeah, but I bet she can’t,” Craig Vine’s voice carried to her. “She’s not a touch on her brother.”

Katie was stung by the challenge. She adored Richard but the one thing that infuriated her more than anything else was that he continued to be better than her with the guitar. No matter how hard she tried he was always that bit better. Her face was red all over, but not with embarrassment. She was furious. Cleaver saw it; her flared nostrils, the tight lips, the staring eyes looking into infinity. He silently thanked the big-mouthed Vine.

“Hopkins – you earlier praised The Beatles. What about one of their numbers?” He looked at Katie with a half-smile. He knew full well that her father played covers in the West Midlands area. He’d gone to one or two gigs himself, and thought the band were pretty good. He’d spoken to both Richard and Katie about their father and knew how proud of him they were. “Something your father plays, perhaps?”

“Yeah, Long, show me how good you are with that thing,” Caroline’s voice came to her. Katie looked round and Caroline was looking at her with a gleam in her eye and a slight smile. “Or do you think Vine here is right?”

Craig Vine sneered at Caroline who poked her tongue out at him. Cleaver stepped back and held out his hand, showing her to stand before the class. Katie’s legs made her stand and took her over to the spot, almost without her commanding them. She turned and stood before thirty-two pairs of expectant eyes. “Ah, s-something b-by the B-Beatles,” she stammered, swallowed and glanced at her guitar.

Her hands touched the strings and a whole list of tunes shot through her head. One jumped into her mind. Her right hand fingers adopted the F chord, and she strummed the first note. Switching to E minor 7th, A 7th and then D-minor. Hopkins’s face broke out into a beam of delight. Cleaver looked at her with interest.

Katie closed her eyes, partly to shut away the people looking at her, and partly to lose herself in the song. She imagined herself in her bedroom. The song was perfect for the acoustic, rather than the electric. She filled her lungs, tightened her diaphragm, and then out came the words. “Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away...”

She sang softly, but without a hitch. The five octave range of her voice was such, that for one such as her, almost any song wouldn’t pose any trouble at all. As the last note ended, with her humming the last seven, she relaxed. It was one of her father’s favourites, and he had eagerly showed her how to play it many times over. She knew it off by heart, and she hoped she’d done it justice. She opened her eyes.

The class were sat there amazed. She looked to her left at Mr. Cleaver. He was looking at her, slightly shaking his head. She was confused. “W-was that wrong?” she asked.

“Wrong?” Cleaver echoed, then laughed briefly, still shaking his head. “My God, that was perfect.” He looked at the other pupils. “Well, what did you lot think?”

Hopkins was nodding. “Bostin!” he declared. “Great, Long!”

The others agreed, nodding, some echoing the word ‘bostin’, meaning wonderful. Katie smiled hesitantly, pleased she hadn’t made a mess of it. She would have never forgiven herself. She caught sight of Caroline who was giving her a long look, then she nodded once. No smile, though. It tempered the glow Katie was feeling. She so wanted to win Caroline’s approval.

“Katherine, please stay behind a minute after class, please,” Cleaver said.

“Oh, is there anything wrong, sir?”

“I want to speak to you about your guitar playing, that’s all. Nothing serious.”

“Oooh, Long, you’re in trouble now,” Caroline teased.

“Enough,” Cleaver responded. The bell sounded. Instantly the room exploded into action as the pupils eagerly put away their music sheets, booklets and instruments, eager to get to lunch. Within a minute the room was empty except for a silently sitting Katie and an equally silently standing Cleaver.

She was very apprehensive. This had never happened before. She looked at him, her heart pounding. Her chest tightened and she knew she might have to use the inhaler yet again. She had put her guitar away and saw, her knees and legs together, her hands on her lap, her fingers intertwined and slowly flexing with nervousness.

“Katherine, I’m disappointed in you,” Cleaver began.

She felt a hot wave of fear rush over her, her nerves prickling in the aftermath. Her stomach lurched. She looked down, not knowing what she had done, but since a teacher had said it, it must be a fact.

“If you can sing and play like that, why on earth haven’t you done so before? How long have I been teaching you? Three years? And in all that time I never knew just how good you really are.” He sighed and walked a few paces, watched dumbly by a shocked Katie. “I’ve been wasting my time with you, all these years. I thought I could teach you how to play, but you’re already way beyond anything I am allowed to teach you by the school’s curriculum. Maybe in a private capacity, one on one, I might, but I’m willing to bet you don’t need me to teach you anything. What are you – fourteen?”

“Fifteen, sir, today.”

“Today! Well, many happy returns, Katherine.” He sighed in exasperation. “Frankly I can’t see any point in you coming to these classes. You’re already way beyond what the sixth form is being taught. Have you thought of having a career in music?”

“Me?” she was taken by surprise by the directness of the question. She had fantasised in the past about being a rock star, playing in front of a mass of adoring fans, but it remained what she believed it was: a dream. “N-no, sir! I couldn’t do that!”

“Why on earth not? You’ve got one of the best voices I’ve heard in a long time – something I had no idea of until just now. You’ve kept that one quiet, haven’t you? And playing that guitar.” He laughed at himself in a depreciative manner. “Oh you’ve hidden in the shadow of your brother until now, haven’t you?”

“Sir?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Cleaver smiled. “A musical family. I shouldn’t be all that surprised to find out you’re as good as you are. Tell me, Katherine, why haven’t you shown me this talent before?”

“I-I...” she tailed off, unable to explain why. She wanted to be gone from the uncomfortable questions he was asking.

Cleaver sighed and crouched down before her. “Katherine, you don’t need to tell me. I was just curious, that’s all. Listen to me. You are a very very talented girl. Think about it, please. It would be a terrible shame to let that go to waste. Now, go on, you’ll be late for lunch.” He stood up and returned to the small piano in the corner of the room and sat behind it. He looked up. She was still sitting there. “Go on, Katherine, you may go.”

“But – what about the music lessons?”

“Oh, that.” He shook his head and laughed briefly. “You will have to keep on attending, but I think you’ll be bored. What can you learn from me?”

“I won’t be sir,” she brightened immediately. “I love these lessons. Music’s so good, sir!”

“Yes, it is,” Cleaver agreed, hardly able to watch her as she transformed into a smiling angel. Angel! A voice of an angel true. “Go on, go. I need to think.”

“Next week, sir?”

“Yes, next week,” he grinned. She almost skipped out happily with her guitar and bag. Cleaver looked at the slowly closing door for a moment, then fixed his gaze on the keyboard. Without thinking he began playing, singing softly to himself, “there once was an ugly duckling, whose feathers were fluffy and down...” He stopped himself. He took a deep breath. “She’s fifteen, for heaven’s sake.” He leaned back and closed his eyes, head tilted back, cursing to himself.

Katie made her way to the dining hall which was also the assembly hall on Mondays. Another large chamber, it had a high, curved vaulted roof and windows that ran up the entire height of the hall. Immense draped curtains hung from the rails almost lost they were so high. The wooden parquet floor was full of pupils sat eating around circular tables, normally four to a table but friends wanted to be sat with friends so some tables had two chairs, others five or six.

Katie normally sat on her own. She wandered into the hall and looked for a spare chair on its own. None seemed to be available. She had never been late for lunch before. She looked lost and hesitated in the doorway.

“Hey, Long, over here,” Caroline’s arm waved to her. It gestured urgently, so Katie wandered over, surprised that she was being summoned to a table with four around it. “Come on, we’ve saved you a seat,” Caroline said, pulling her bag from a spare chair next to her.

Katie sat down gingerly, looking at the four. The three other girls, Lesley, Tracey and Rebecca, gave her neutral stares. Caroline was the one who had invited her. “Well, Long, how did it go? Did he want to give you extra lessons?”

For some reason the other girls found that amusing, judging by the tittering and smiles. Katie ignored them. “Well, yes he did mention it.” The others laughed even more, nudging one another.

Caroline smirked, then saw Katie’s confusion. “So, what did he say, Long, come on!”

“Well, he said he couldn’t teach me anything more.”

“Oh I bet he could,” Lesley said and slipped a banana into her mouth and sucked on the end. Katie found it a little uncomfortable without knowing why. The others sniggered and
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