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1. The Sheriff

Edinburgh youth court was part of a drab precinct, sandwiched between a boarded-up children’s library and Jobcentre Plus. Scottish law bans British media from reporting on the trial of anyone who is under sixteen at the time of their arrest, but international media faced no restrictions and the drizzled pavement was populated by correspondents from more than a dozen countries.

Lulu Chi was a petite, geeky Parisian. Her Chi Rock YouTube channel had over four million subscribers. She’d just turned twenty, but regularly popped up on French and US TV as an authority on fashion and rock music, and there were rumours that she’d already penned a deal to host the French version of Rock War.

Lulu’s camera was manned by her best friend from high school. She’d arranged the shot with the graffitied library as a backdrop. She’d been recognised by a couple of girls bunking school, who’d posed for selfies, much to the irritation of presenters from more established media.

Lulu’s voice was high, and her manner in front of camera was more like a gossipy pal than a regular TV stiff.

‘So, I’m here in sunny Edinburgh,’ Lulu began, folding her arms and fake shivering to show it was a joke. ‘We stayed the night in this hotel that had the cutest soaps! We’re not allowed inside the court, but I kinda had to be here to capture some of the excitement.

‘A quick recap of the drama – in case you’ve been deep under the ocean in a nuclear submarine, or you’ve just come out of a six-month coma – Dylan Wilton! Dylan is the son of Jake Blade, legendary front man of Terraplane. But there’s no way we’ll see Jake here today, because he’s playing Nissan Stadium in Yokohama.

‘So, after Dylan’s band the Pandas of Doom got voted off Rock War, he went on a super-duper major bender and started snorting his rock star daddy’s supply of cocaine. But that supply got cut off when his daddy went on tour, so Dylan started buying on the street here in Edinburgh. He was caught snorting coke and expelled from the posh Yellowcote school. Daddy booked Dylan into drug rehab, but instead Dylan stole a bunch of stuff from his home and ran away.

‘He spent a couple of weeks living in a squat with some drug dealer here in Edinburgh. Sort of like that old movie, Trainspotting! Then another dealer realised Dylan had money and tried to rip him off. But somehow the robbery went so-so wrong, and Dylan ended up stabbing the bad guy and stealing his gigantic stash of cocaine!

‘Now comes the fluffy-hearts romantic part! Dylan skipped Edinburgh and arrives at the house of another Rock War contestant, Summer Smith. They spent a couple of weeks together, and recorded two super-awesome demos, which I totally recommend you watch on Summer’s YouTube. But just when it seems like things are gonna get hot and jiggly between Dylan and Summer, the cops catch up with him. Smash the door down in the middle of the night and bust his ass for aggravated assault!’

Lulu took an LG smartphone out of her bomber jacket and looked at the screen. ‘This is what Summer tweeted this morning. Gotta go to school today, but all my thoughts with @DylanWilton. Hope the sheriff cuts you a break!

Lulu held up the chunky black smartwatch on her tiny wrist.

‘So now it’s just before eleven. Dylan pleaded guilty to all charges and hopefully he’ll be arriving here any second. Also, while I remember, you’ve gotta stay tuned to the end of today’s video because I’ll be doing amazing giveaways of a whole bunch of Aqueous T-shirts and signed DVDs of that amazing Live in New York gig!’

 

Sixteen-year-old Dylan Wilton rode in the back of a BMW. Top of the line 7 Series, trimmed with open sky roof, vented seats and seat back TVs. His ink-blue suit had been tailored for a swanky party during Rock War, but cocaine and stress had cost him a dozen kilos and it dropped off his shoulders.

There was a lot in his head. The car belonged to the best lawyer in town, but neither of his parents had bothered to turn up. His mind flashed memories. Summer sitting in class. The hot blood when he’d plunged a butcher’s knife into a skinny drug dealer, and the gruesome photo of the hundred-and-thirteen-stitch wound on page sixteen of his sentencing review.

Everything came back to the first snort of cocaine, ten months earlier. It was the dumbest thing Dylan had ever done, but he’d have given anything to snort a line right now and snuff out the shame and dread.

He checked his phone out of habit, and a song came into his head. The same song every time he went to court: Bob Marley’s ‘I Shot the Sheriff’. He wasn’t expecting any messages, but he found Summer on Messenger. He typed, I love you, but didn’t tap send.

‘Looks like a fair few press,’ Jen the lawyer warned, from her tan leather seat. ‘No good speaking to them.’

He thought they were still a few minutes from the court and was startled as they stopped on double yellows in front of concrete steps. A homeless woman stood by a supermarket trolley filled with all her gear, baffled by the cameras and the TV folk with good teeth and coiffured hair. Dylan took a look at the unsent I love you as his phone went into power saving, then hated everything as Jen’s legal clerk opened his door from outside.

It was about half the number who’d turned up at his first court appearance, seven weeks earlier. Cameras popped. Teen lads in school uniform made wanking gestures and one shouted, ‘Going down ya druggie.’

A microphone wearing a Metal TV logo brushed the side of Dylan’s head as his lawyer walked round to grab a box of documents from the trunk.

‘Are you expecting a custodial sentence today?’ someone asked.

‘Have you stopped taking cocaine?’

‘Did you speak to Summer?’

‘Is it true that neither of your parents will be attending the hearing?’

Dylan noticed one of his shoes was untied as he edged through the reporters.

‘My client has no comment and there will be no statement after sentencing,’ Jen said firmly, as she handed her clerk the box of files, pressed the plipper to lock her car and nudged Dylan towards the youth court’s revolving door.

At the top of the steps Lulu Chi stepped in front of Dylan, arms spread wide. He’d never watched any of her vlogs, but his ex, Eve, had been obsessed with Lulu’s posts, and he knew she’d praised the demo track that he’d recorded with Summer.

‘Are you scared?’ Lulu asked gently.

Dylan wondered why this weird-looking French chick had flown all the way to Edinburgh. Maybe she was just seeking publicity at his expense, but something about her question touched him and he ignored his lawyer’s guiding hand and took the hug she was offering.

‘I’m really scared,’ Dylan mouthed, as his body shuddered.

Lulu had to go up on her toes to make the hug work. Her camera operator was right in his face and all the other cameras swung around to capture the tiny blogger hugging the frightened teen in his too-big suit.

‘Come on,’ Jen said impatiently, as Dylan broke loose.

‘Summer loves you!’ Lulu shouted. ‘You’ll be OK.’

Dylan smudged out a tear as he pushed the revolving door. There was threadbare carpet, metal detectors and a dozen warning notices: Mobile phones must be switched off, No Photography, No Eating, Physical or verbal abuse of court staff WILL result in prosecution.

He knew the routine, putting phone, keys and coins in a tray before going through the metal detector. His belt buckle set off the detector, so he got a pat down as well.

Sheriff Johnson’s room was on the third floor. Dylan and Jen shared the elevator with a burly tattooed dad, and a muscled skinhead son who looked like the scary cell mate Dylan imagined in nightmares.

The youth court seemed to get hotter the higher you went and the hallway outside Sheriff Johnson’s room combined the heat with air freshener that failed to snuff aromas from badly plumbed toilets at the far end. They were due in at eleven, but Sheriff Johnson kept Dylan in suspense until twenty past.

She was a small woman, dressed in a pleated black skirt and cream cardigan. There was none of the high ceilings and wood panelling Dylan had seen in every TV courtroom ever, just a regular office with pictures of cats on the desk and two rows of four plastic chairs. He brought up a little bit of sick as he sat in the chair nearest the desk. The only other people in the room were a uniformed court officer and a legal clerk representing the prosecution in Dylan’s case.

Dylan felt like he’d been shot as the sheriff tapped her papers on his desk. It had been seven weeks since he’d pleaded guilty and now it was a matter of minutes before he knew if he was going into custody.

‘Now then, young man,’ the sheriff began, as she put on the reading glasses hung around her neck. ‘Are you still taking drugs?’

‘No, ma’am,’ Dylan said firmly.

The sheriff cracked a slight smile. ‘Glad to hear it. This is quite an unusual case. It’s a first offence and I note that you have an unusual, but relatively stable, family background. I see your father has offered to pay to send you to a drug rehabilitation facility if you are not put into custody.’

‘If I may,’ Jen the solicitor interrupted, as she pulled a document out of a file. ‘My client has already been seeing an addiction counsellor, and I have this up-to-date record of urine tests to show that he’s no longer using any kind of intoxicants.’

The sheriff held up a hand and firmly refused the sheet of paper. ‘I’m not taking additional submissions. The sentencing decision will be made based on your previous submissions and the pre-sentencing report prepared by social services.’

‘Of course,’ Jen said, nodding politely. She’d known the sheriff would refuse the document, but still hoped that mentioning it might hold sway.

‘But while there are many positive aspects,’ the sheriff resumed, ‘I must also take into consideration the seriousness of Mr Wilton’s actions. The nature of the stabbing was such that Dylan is lucky not to be sitting in a higher court, facing charges of murder or manslaughter. Although Dylan pleaded guilty to all charges and claims to have acted in self-defence, self-defence doesn’t explain why he subsequently stole two kilos of cocaine and tried to sell them on to a dealer in Birmingham.

‘Finally, I must take into consideration the fact that Dylan was booked into a rehabilitation programme by his father immediately after his expulsion from Yellowcote boarding school. But Dylan refused this opportunity, and chose to run away. This, along with the fact that he has a girlfriend living in the Midlands, make me question how serious Dylan’s commitment to stay in a drug rehabilitation programme would be.’

Dylan glowered at the sheriff. ‘You think I’d run away again, after everything that happened? And Summer’s the biggest reason why I do want to behave and sort my life out.’

The sheriff stiffened slightly in her seat. ‘Have you finished?’ she asked firmly, as Jen put a hand on Dylan’s shoulder, urging him to calm down.

The sheriff resumed her speech. ‘This was not an easy decision, but ultimately I do not feel that this very serious assault, along with serious drug offences, can lead to anything other than a custodial sentence.’

Dylan shuddered and clutched his stomach.

‘Therefore, I am sentencing you to eight months of youth custody, followed by an additional twenty-four-month supervision period.’

‘No,’ Dylan yelled, as he shot to his feet and kicked the back of the sheriff’s desk. ‘It’s my first offence. The guy I stabbed was a sleazy piece of—’

Before Dylan could finish the burly court official stepped across from the back of the office and put himself between Dylan and the sheriff.

‘It won’t end well,’ he warned, as he put his chest up to Dylan’s face.

Sheriff Johnson had stood up and opened a door directly behind her desk. ‘Give him a few minutes to talk with his lawyer,’ she said irritably. ‘Then take him down to the cells for processing.’



2. Final Approach

Lynn and Becky were seventeen, identical twins wheeling overnight bags through arrivals at Los Angeles International Terminal. Becky didn’t recognise the guy at first, she just found her eyes drawn to muscles under a grey tank top, beefy legs and tatty black All Stars. He stared down at an iPhone so you could barely make out his face.

‘Is that who I think it is?’ Lynn whispered, even though he was twenty metres across the noisy concourse.

‘Who?’

‘Check the tattoo,’ Lynn said. ‘On his neck.’

‘It is!’ Becky gasped, as she stopped walking.

‘Even finer in the flesh,’ Lynn purred. ‘Look at the thighs on him.’

‘We should ask for a selfie.’

Twelve minutes older, Becky always charged in, while Lynn cringed. Their target noticed the twins’ nervous approach and peered over the top of his Ray-Bans.

‘Theo?’ Becky asked, though his neck tattoo left no room for doubt.

Theo Richardson cracked a slight smile and liked what he saw. ‘Two for the price of one,’ the eighteen-year-old said, as his subconscious stripped the twins naked.

‘We love your show,’ Lynn said, stepping into line with her sister.

Becky nodded. ‘We watch Rock War every week, plus all the online extras.’

‘She cried when Analog Stranger got voted off!’

‘And your London accent is so cool! Can we get a selfie?’

‘Anything for two beauties,’ Theo said, as he stood up. ‘So what brings you to LA?’

‘This is home,’ Becky explained. ‘We flew to Toronto to check out McGill University. They have a great lit programme.’

‘I read a book once,’ Theo said, grinning as the twins set up their cameras. ‘Each page had a cardboard flap and you had to find a puppy.’

Theo put an arm around each girl. A couple of tweens had also recognised Theo and were pointing him out to their parents. If he wasn’t careful, it could become a scene.

‘You need a ride or anything?’ Theo asked, as one of the cameras in his face flashed.

‘Our dad’s in traffic on the four-o-five,’ Lynn said.

‘So I let you have a selfie, does that mean I can get your numbers?’

Becky’s tone stiffened. ‘I have a boyfriend. So, you know …’

‘Good to meet you though,’ Lynn said, giggling as she tugged her sister’s wrist.

‘Imagine Dad’s reaction if we brought him home,’ Becky whispered, as the pair hurried off, tailed by their rattling suitcase wheels.

The younger kids snapped a picture, too shy to come up for a selfie. Theo wondered if he should find somewhere more out of the way, but his phone gave a harmonica blast before his bum hit the plastic seat: Jay Calling

‘We can’t see you,’ Theo’s fifteen-year-old brother Jay said, slightly anxious. ‘I thought you were waiting.’

‘You’re through customs?’ Theo said, standing up and starting a jog towards the crowd at an arrivals door fifty metres away.

‘Yeah.’

‘With you in twenty seconds, bruv.’

Theo had spent most of his wild teenage years trying to escape a house filled with mum, stepdad and seven siblings. But he’d not seen his family in nine months and choked up when he sighted his mum, looking lost with a trolley stacked with baggage.

‘Ma!’ Theo said fondly, as he pulled her into a hug. ‘You look great.’

‘Pilates and not working all hours in that bloody fish and chip shop,’ she explained. ‘Plus I don’t have to worry what you’re up to.’

Jay hugged Theo as a couple of people in the crowd snapped pictures of the young host of the fifth highest rated show on American TV.

‘Nice tan, Theo,’ Jay noted.

Nine-year-old Patsy grabbed Theo around the waist, as he scooped each of his youngest siblings – Hank and June – into a muscular arm.

‘Getting so big I won’t be able to lift you soon,’ Theo said, grinning. ‘So where’s the rest of the brood?’

‘Adam’s too loved up to leave the country,’ Jay explained. ‘Kai has a court date for mugging an OAP and Len’s running a ballroom dance at Camden town hall.’

‘Can we go to Disneyland now?’ seven-year-old June asked, as Theo put her down.

‘Why would you want to go there?’ Theo teased. ‘We’re gonna go see my house. And I’ve got someone I want you to meet.’

‘His girlfriend,’ eight-year-old Hank said, screwing his face disapprovingly.

Theo was still only eighteen, but way more mature than the yob who’d narrowly escaped jail a year earlier.

Theo found the chauffeur-driven Cadillac Escalade he’d pre-booked and helped load it with the luggage, plus his mum and the girls.

‘If you get there before us, the gate code is six-one-eight,’ Theo said. ‘Boys ride with me.’

Theo got told that Rock War was a great show, signed a girl’s back and shook a couple of hands as they queued to pay for parking. There was another selfie and a kiss as they crossed a parking lot, warmed by April sun.

Hank practically peed himself when they set eyes on Theo’s neon-orange Dodge Challenger.

‘Wow! I get to ride in this?’ Hank shouted.

‘Subtle,’ Jay said, envious, but suspecting he’d have gone for something more understated if he’d landed a multi-million-dollar TV deal.

‘It’s the Hellcat model,’ Theo boasted, as they climbed in. ‘Six point two litre supercharged, seven hundred and seven horsepower. Top speed, two hundred and four miles per hour. Even you’d get some babes if you had one of these.’

‘I do all right,’ Jay said defensively, as he let Hank clamber through to the rear seats, then helped his little brother find the right hole for his seat belt buckle.

‘Still seeing that Bailey chick?’ Theo asked.

‘She’s great,’ Jay said, cracking a smile at the thought.

‘Does Summer still hate you?’ Theo asked.

‘Haven’t spoken to her since Rock War ended.’

‘Get ready to rumble!’ Theo said, as his finger hovered over a start button.

Hank whooped as the big V8 clattered to life. It got seriously loud as Theo revved the engine.

‘Let’s see if we can beat the girls to my house,’ Theo said.

‘Yeah,’ Hank shouted.

Jay was more cautious. ‘Try not to kill us,’ he suggested, as Theo backed out of the parking spot.

But Theo’s driving was another sign of his apparent change. He didn’t seem too fussed about speed limits, but his driving was smooth, with no crazy overtakes or jumping red lights. Jay had never been to America and he got a buzz, taking in stuff he’d only ever seen on TV: palm trees, Dunkin Donuts, road signs pointing to San Francisco and Las Vegas, American cop cars and sixteen lanes of traffic.

‘So this is my hood,’ Theo said, as they rolled off the freeway. ‘Santa Monica. You’ll see the pier if you look left. Heaps of cool restaurants, bars, clubs. And it’s one block from the ocean so the heat’s less intense than downtown.’

After a run of stop signs, they arrived at a detached two-storey villa at the end of a short palm-lined driveway. Hank tutted, because the electronic gate was open and the chauffeur was unloading luggage.

‘The girls won,’ Hank moaned, as Theo cut the engine.

Patsy and June were running towards the car. ‘Mum said we have to ask you before we jump in the pool,’ Patsy gasped.

‘As long as you don’t pee in my water,’ Theo grinned.

Jay grabbed a couple of bags while Theo tipped the chauffeur. There was a single step up to the house and the girl standing in the doorway was so beautiful she looked like she’d been Photoshopped. It was a nice place. Not huge, but fancy modern furniture, white walls and lots of sunlight.

‘I’m Nessa,’ the goddess said, as Jay felt acutely aware of how he was grungy from a twelve-hour flight and the luggage was making his skinny arms shudder. ‘You must be Jay.’

Jay wasn’t sure if he’d seen her somewhere before, or if she just looked like she ought to be famous. ‘Were you on Disney Channel, or something?’

‘Junior Admiral Becky Lou Beauregard at your service, sir,’ Nessa said, before stamping her bare foot and giving a salute.

‘I was totally a fan!’ Jay said, as Theo came in. ‘Junior Space Corps!’

Outside there was a splash, followed by Patsy shouting. ‘Hank jumped in with his socks on!’

‘Gasping for a cup of tea,’ Jay’s mum said, as she wheeled in the last couple of bags. Then a warning to the kids splashing outside, ‘Don’t make me come out there.’

‘So are you in a new show now?’ Jay asked Nessa.

‘I model full time,’ Nessa said. ‘I met Theo on a fashion shoot.’

Theo gave Nessa a kiss, then squeezed her bum gently and maxed his London accent. ‘Put the bleedin’ kettle on then, luv.’

Nessa smiled and Jay tried not to check her out too blatantly as she padded towards the kitchen. ‘Theo’s been teaching me how to make a proper cup of tea,’ Nessa explained. ‘I’ve actually got quite addicted to Yorkshire Gold.’

Theo looked at Jay as their mum stepped out through sliding glass doors to check on the little ones in the pool.

‘So, what do you think about my crib?’ Theo asked

Jay smiled wryly. ‘You earn millions hosting a hit TV show. You’ve got a wicked house by the beach, your car does two hundred miles per hour and your girlfriend is a model. I officially bloody hate you.’



3. Fresh Meat

The prison transport was bottle green with a corporate logo: Sentry Security – Protecting Scotland since 1889. Dylan had to give up belt and shoes as he stood by the back door. Watch, phone, gum and keys dropped into a Ziploc bag. He eyed the prisoner next to him, a ginger dude with huge arms and underpants showing through the ripped back pocket of his cargo shorts.

‘’Cha looking at?’ he grunted.

‘Shut your mouth, Cargill,’ a uniformed transit officer snapped, before moving in to pat Dylan down.

Cargill went into the van first. The shoulder-width hallway had five micro-cells off either side, like toilet cubicles with stronger locks. Dylan’s socks stuck to the grungy floor and the air had the same mix of bodies and disinfectant as the locker rooms at his boarding school.

The cell had a moulded metal bench. There was a little window up near the roof and so little legroom that Dylan had to splay his feet.

‘Mind your elbow,’ the transit officer said, before shutting the door.

Dylan shuddered as the bolt went on. Every surface was scratched and discoloured from thousands of cleanings, but the light from above showed a dry crust on the wall in front where someone had puked. An urge to cry was disrupted by a palm smashing on the partition behind Dylan’s head.

‘I need to piss,’ a kid in the cubicle behind shouted.

‘You just went,’ the guard moaned. ‘You’ll have to hold it.’

‘I – need – to – go,’ the guy screamed, pounding between every word.

Dylan wanted to tell the dude to stop hitting the wall behind his head, but didn’t fancy making an enemy.

‘I’ll bang you if you don’t cut that out,’ another transit officer warned.

But the wall thumper got his way and by the time he’d returned from his escorted visit to the toilet they were ready to ship out. Dylan had never been car sick, but the stale air and not being able to see out made him queasy.

It was a forty-minute ride out of Edinburgh. Two lads with Newcastle accents who’d been sentenced together yammered random rubbish between cubicles, until a guard told them they were getting on his tits.

Dylan kept thinking about how dumb it was that someone with all his advantages had wound up here. He felt like knocking himself out by head-butting the wall, but he fought the urge by thinking about Summer. The fact that she’d stuck by him seemed like the only good thing in his life.

Six of the eight detainees were taken out at the first stop. A one-minute drive brought them to the second, and Dylan squinted, as he stumbled out, adjusting to daylight. He was behind a scrawny fourteen-year-old, who wore novelty Batman socks and had to use one hand to hold up beltless jeans.

‘Last stop, unit B.’

Dylan was pleased to realise that Cargill and the rest of the scary dudes had been dropped off at a separate wing for seventeen- to nineteen-year-olds. But he’d done a lot of anxious Googling in the weeks before sentencing, and read plenty of stuff indicating that units for the youngest offenders are often the worst in terms of fights and bullying.

Dylan glanced around, beyond the car park, at all-weather football pitches, and shabby public housing beyond walls topped with razor wire. The tarmac was wet enough to soak his socked feet as two transit guards escorted the pair of teens to the entrance.

The single-storey building had white plastic glazing, rather than the bars Dylan expected. The sign on the door read Whitburn Youth Training Centre. The tiles inside had a high sheen and he skidded as he came to stop at a yellow line. There was a long counter, beyond which was a storage space lined with mesh shelving.

An ancient Grundig radio was tuned to a rock station, and Dylan recognised Led Zeppelin as a prison officer came up to the counter, took charge of the boys’ shoes and belongings, before getting the reception officer to accept delivery of the inmates with a signature on a handheld computer.

‘Wilton?’ a stocky officer asked, as she leaned out of a door to the side labelled Reception III. ‘This way.’

The room had a slim, wall-mounted desk and a pair of tatty green office chairs. The paint was curling and had purple smears from some half-assed graffiti removal.

‘Take a seat,’ the officer said warmly. ‘I’m Katie.’

Unlike the transit officers, Katie wore jeans and a bright yellow polo shirt that reminded Dylan of his primary school uniform.

‘Take a seat, Dylan. Thirsty after the ride?’

He nodded and sat, before being handed a small bottle of water.

‘So this is your first time in custody?’

‘Sure,’ Dylan said, between downing half of the water.

‘Frightened?’

‘I guess.’

Katie locked her fingers together, and leaned back with one boot off the floor and her bum propped against the desk.

‘Your feelings are understandable,’ she said brightly. ‘I’m not going to pretend that this unit or all of the young men inside it are particularly pleasant. But us staff are here to help make your adjustment easier. I’m going to start by asking you a lot of questions, about yourself and why you’re here. First, I’d like you to try and read this.’

Katie handed Dylan a laminated card. Dylan smirked because the paper inside was photocopied from a reading book aimed at little kids.

‘The captain stood on the deck in his stripy trousers and told his crew that they faced a dangerous voyage around Pirate’s Cove …’

‘It may seem silly to you, but I’m going to give you some leaflets to read, and over half of the young men here have some form of learning disability.’

Katie gave Dylan a wodge of paperwork, covering the rules, daily schedule, education programmes, visiting and what to do if you have a complaint about a member of staff.

‘Now I need you to sign a form, saying that you’ve received the information and will take the time to read it later.’

Katie reached for a clipboard, but there was a knock at the door before she could hand it to Dylan. A man in medical scrubs asked Katie to step outside.

‘Back in a flash,’ Katie told Dylan. ‘Sorry, pet.’

She left the reception room door open and the radio was loud enough for Dylan to catch most of what a waffling DJ was saying.

‘So they won the first season of Rock War, and since then Half Term Haircut have had three number one singles and a chart-topping album. This new single is the first material released from their second long player, and I’ve only heard it once, but I wouldn’t bet against this topping the charts next week …’

 

After more questions, Dylan got a full body search from a male officer, followed by a shower with evil-smelling lice-prevention shampoo and a trip back to the reception area to collect standard issue underwear, a tracksuit that crackled with static, black canvas plimsolls and a set of personal items including deodorant, toothbrush, a small combination lock, a note-pad and a biro.

The final stop was the nurse’s office, where Dylan gave blood and urine samples and had to fill in a questionnaire about his mood and whether he’d ever had thoughts about killing himself.

Dylan said no, but Katie took him to a cell opposite the guards’ office, in which all inmates stay for their first five nights and where an officer would check every fifteen minutes through the night. After showing Dylan to the cell and warning him to keep everything in the metal locker, Katie asked an inmate called Archie to give Dylan a tour.

Archie was taller than Dylan, but very thin. Flat nose, looming posture and straight hair with a fringe drooped over his eyes. Dylan’s suicide-watch cell was in a hallway, but the regular cells were built around an indoor courtyard with benches and ping-pong tables in the middle.

‘How’d you get cash for the vending machines?’ Dylan asked, as he noticed that the inmates hanging around wore brand name tracksuits and trainers.

‘My mum puts credit on my card,’ Archie explained. ‘But it’s best to leave your card with the guards’ office and just buy what you need because you’ll get ripped off.’

‘And you can get your own clothes?’

Archie nodded. ‘Visitors can bring trainers, tracksuits, underwear. No bright colours or football shirts. No hi-tops, because you can hide stuff in them.’

They’d crossed the indoor courtyard and Dylan expected them to go on down a short hallway that led to a second identical arrangement of twenty cells around a courtyard.

‘Better not to cross into B2,’ Archie explained. ‘Unless you’re going to see a pal when you get there.’

Dylan looked wary. ‘Would you get stabbed or something?’

Archie shrugged. ‘More likely a slap, or some unwashed prick putting you in a headlock … Education is down the other way. The double doors lead out on to the all-weather pitches, which are open until sunset. But I wouldn’t venture out there until you’ve made a few friends.’

‘Do you ever go outside?’ Dylan asked.

Archie shook his head. ‘Not exactly an alpha male, am I? A lot of nasty bastards wind up in here. So I keep to myself and try to stay out of trouble.’

‘And how does that work out?’

‘Not as much as I’d like,’ Archie said, as he pulled up the front of his T-shirt.

The left side of his ribcage was a mass of bruises and there was a deep purple welt shaped like the tread of a training shoe.

Dylan gawped. ‘Did the guards find out?’

‘Scotland has two units for under-seventeens,’ Archie explained. ‘Snitches get two weeks in isolation, then they’re shipped up to Dingwall. And everyone up there will know you’re a snitch and give you shite. And if I’d wound up that far north, there’s no way my ma or big sister could come visit.’

‘So we’re screwed,’ Dylan said.

Archie pointed at a big wall clock and smiled. ‘Ten days, sixteen hours and eleven minutes, of sticking where the staff can see me. Then I’m the hell out of here.’



4. Sunset Beloved

Jay’s first experience of jet-lag was a restless night, listening to crickets outside one of Theo’s spare bedrooms. He felt like he’d only just got to sleep when his mum stole the duvet and told him she’d made eggs. An hour later, Jay, Theo, Hank, Patsy, June and their mum piled into a chauffeur-driven Cadillac Escalade so that they could go see where Theo worked.

‘Take us along Sunset,’ Theo told the driver.

The driver grumbled about morning traffic, but Sunset Boulevard was famed for giant billboards advertising blockbuster movies and hit TV shows.

‘Your buddy DeAngelo Hunt,’ Jay pointed out, as they rolled past the poster for the Babylon 5 movie.

Two blocks along, a giant hoarding covered the entire frontage of a twelve-storey block. Rock War ANT, 8:30et Fridays. And a quote from USA Today, ‘A smash hit! Reality TV reinvented!’ Theo and co-presenter Q-Bott’s grinning faces stretched from just above the Mexican restaurant at street level to the air-conditioning units on the roof.

‘Ain’t that the most beautiful thing you ever saw?’ Theo beamed. ‘And I’m on another one two blocks down.’

Jay was squished in the third row of seats, with a sister on either side. He was half asleep until Patsy squealed. Theo’s second appearance on the boulevard was a regular billboard. A moody black-and-white shot, advertising for Joe Mac brand undershorts, with Nessa alongside in a Joe Mac sports bra.

‘I can see your rude bits bulging!’ Patsy protested. ‘Gross!’

‘Don’t scream in my ear,’ Jay complained, cupping the side of his head. ‘Jesus.’

‘How much did they pay you for that?’ Hank asked.

‘Not sure,’ Theo said. ‘Couple of hundred grand maybe. Plus a lifetime supply of overpriced briefs …’

‘You’ve got at least one sock stuffed down those designer cacks,’ Jay said. ‘You’re not that well-endowed.’

‘Never had any complaints,’ Theo said, full of himself. ‘You wanna get out and have your picture taken in front of my giant crotch?’

‘Not in the slightest!’ Patsy said.

Their destination was the sprawling American Network Television Studios complex, a couple of blocks off Sunset. Tourists were gathered on the street outside, looking through plate glass at the live broadcast of ANT’s Good Morning with Hattie Omagh.

After a security barrier, the Escalade rolled between the tatty exteriors of studio stages, where smokers outside doorways were the only sign of life.

While the first UK season of Rock War had toured the country, ANT had decided to host Rock War USA at the 4,500-seat McRose Theatre at the heart of their studio complex. Name badges were waiting at reception and Jay was offended that he got handed a goodie bag containing a baseball cap, crayons and a furry toy version of the ANT mascot, the same as his three much younger siblings.

An impossibly wholesome studio employee named Jackie offered to give everyone a tour of the theatre, while Theo got made up, to record some trailers for the Rock War episode being aired that weekend.

‘You stick with me,’ Theo told Jay, dragging him back as he was about to set off with his mum.

Jay glimpsed through a doorway into the theatre, while Theo chatted to his producer. The venue was far grander than the UK version of Rock War, with a semicircle of plush green seats stretching back fifty rows, a huge main stage filled with elaborate computer-controlled lighting, and two smaller side stages so that bands didn’t have to hurry on or off stage.

‘Remember Manchester?’ Jay asked, as Theo led him down a thickly carpeted hallway, lined with photos of all the stars who’d recorded their shows here. ‘With the electrics fusing and the rain coming through the roof of our dressing room?’

‘That’s not all I remember,’ Theo said, as he swiped a card to unlock his dressing room and flipped the lights inside.

The leather sofas and glass table were freshly cleaned and there was a thermos of coffee and bakery under cling wrap, but Jay detected marijuana smoke beneath the smell of furniture polish.

‘Wouldn’t be here but for you,’ Theo said, as he squeezed Jay’s shoulder. ‘Especially that swim you took in the canal at Rock the Lock to save my ass.’

Theo reached behind one of his dressing room sofas and pulled out a black leather guitar case, embossed with the Gibson logo.

‘Don’t know much about guitars, but our music director watched some videos of you playing, and reckoned you’d like this one.’

Jay opened the guitar case, and gasped as he saw a jet-black Gibson B.B. King special edition.

‘Nice,’ Jay purred. ‘These are like four grand … Is this really for me?’

‘If you don’t like it the shop will switch it for something else.’

‘Screw that, it’s perfect,’ Jay said, as he pulled the black beast out of her case. ‘You didn’t have to do this.’

‘Wouldn’t be here but for your scrawny ass,’ Theo admitted. ‘Forming Jet. Nagging me to rehearse. Covering for me.’

‘You seem like a different person out here,’ Jay said.

Theo shrugged. ‘I’m not thick, you know?’ he said. ‘I just really hated school. Got bored off my ass and started messing around. And where we come from, if you’re thirteen and you’ve nicked a couple of cars and your dad’s in prison, everyone’s basically written you off already. Out here I’ve got money, a girl, a job. What’s my incentive to create havoc?’

‘Mum’ll smell the weed if she comes in here,’ Jay warned.

‘Q-Bott and some people were in here after Saturday’s show,’ Theo explained. ‘Never been into drugs. I’m an athlete! Did I tell you I’m training for a charity thing? Celebrity boxing.’

Jay smirked. ‘Don’t get that pretty face damaged.’

Tears welled as the brothers hugged.

Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door. Jay was on a couch plinking his new guitar, while Theo was in front of a mirror with a make-up artist touching him up for his promo pieces.

Sean Cox was a chunky fellow with curly hair. Touching sixty, he’d spent years working with Terraplane and Harry Napier. He was an executive producer on the American version of Rock War and the US head of Jake Blade and Harry Napier’s record label, which had recording contracts with all the Rock War bands in the USA and UK.

‘What I do wrong now, boss?’ Theo asked, as Sean ambled in, aiming a thumb at Jay.

‘Came to see baby bro, matter of fact,’ Sean said. Then to Jay, ‘So how’s your first taste of Yankeeland?’

‘Good,’ Jay said. ‘But I’m still pretty jet-lagged. It’s early evening back in London.’

‘Is the rest of your band here?’

Jay shook his head. ‘Flew out early with my ma and my siblings so we could catch up with Theo for a few days. Alfie, Salman, Erin and Babatunde are flying in Thursday for our appearance on Jennifer Moon.’

Sean nodded. ‘Shame they can’t stay longer, but I get that parents don’t like taking kids out of school.’

‘You can get fined and stuff in the UK,’ Jay explained.

‘I hear Jet’s London gigs have been going down well?’

Jay nodded enthusiastically. ‘Jet has a different line-up from the one that played in Rock War. We started playing a regular gig at an under-sixteen night last October. We built a following there and we’ve been playing other local gigs, and even supported a couple of bands at O2 Brixton. We’ve got over sixteen thousand new fans on Facebook. My stepdad, Big Len, is hoping to get us more London gigs, and maybe some festival bookings during our summer holidays.’

‘Sounds good,’ Sean nodded. ‘I actually met Big Len, back when he ran Lovegroove recording studios.’

Jay nodded. ‘Len told me he was at Lovegroove when Terraplane recorded their first album. Reckons he helped come up with the intro for their first big hit, “Grace”.’

Sean scoffed. ‘If I had a dollar for every session musician who claimed to have written some hit song, I’d be sunning myself by the pool in some Bel Air mansion right now.’

‘It can happen,’ Jay said, remembering how his Rock War rivals Half Term Haircut had used one of his riffs on their first song.

‘Anyhow,’ Sean said, keen to change the subject, ‘I got my assistant to pull up some numbers on how Jet are doing on this side of the pond. The first season of Tenured has had great reviews, decent viewing figures, and is tipped for Emmy nominations. Your theme tune for the show has over thirty thousand paid downloads and five million plays on streaming sites like Spotify.’
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