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DISC 1


‘BLOOD AND FIRE’





INTRO – SEVEN DEVILS IN HELL


His voice dipped low as he said his final words.


‘Son, let me tell you a secret. It is whispered that on August bank holiday, the Devil and his six disciples, wearing smiles flashing like molten lightning, travel across the world. Underground. From west to east. From Trinidad to England. Balancing drums on their left hips and bamboo sticks in their right claws. When they reach Notting Hill they beat their drums throughout the multicoloured memories of the day and the black-and-white fusion of the night, making the streets of West London ripple and roll to their badass, hellfire groove.


‘Watch the ground beneath your feet, son, because the human experience comes back to one thing – rhythm.


‘The sun goes up, the sun goes down.


‘The days get longer, the days get shorter.


‘People live, people die.


‘Simple.’





TRACK 1: GASOLINE GHETTO (Featuring Curtis)


On Wednesday, 16 August, Curtis stood, MP3 player in one hand, large bottle of rum in the other, in one of East London’s most desirable squares. Rhodes Square was a cut-through for the kids who went to the local school – the one that residents took care their Sophie and Sebastian did not go to. He faced a large Victorian house. Number 12. It stood one door down from the house with the Mercedes parked outside and two doors up from the house with a black fist as its knocker.


He moved his lanky body one step closer. The afternoon breeze brushed over his golden, teenage face. Brushed over his du-rag. The du-rag fitted the crown of his head like a silk stocking and blew loose at the back and side of his neck with the flare of a Foreign Legion cap. He gazed down at his MP3 player. Pulled it up, just below his chin. His thumb shifted to the side. Pressed the power button. The black screen lit up with blood-red touch-sensitive controls. His thumb glided over the screen. Found ‘menu’. Hit it. The selection bar came up.


All


Favourites


Top 20


His thumb hit ‘favourites’. The title of a single song ignited the screen.


‘Gasoline Ghetto’.


His thumb caressed the horizontal volume strip. Bottom to top, just like when Betty Dean had taught him to French-kiss from tonsil to tip. Guaranteed max-i-mum, ear-thumping, boom-bass madness. His thumb hit ‘play’. He waited. Waited in his low-riding black-and-white-striped tracksuit for the high-rising music. He counted. One. Two. Three. Then it came. The violins from Vivaldi’s Winter Concerto, stabbing behind a red-hot, pepper-sauce R ’n’ B beat. He waited for the singing to start. One. Two. Three. It came. A gruff, male voice with its tell-it-as-it-is street lyrics.


He shoved his MP3 player into his tracksuit pocket. Looked back up at the house. Now was the right time to do it because he couldn’t see anyone inside the house. He used the fingers of one hand to untie his du-rag. Tugged it from his head. Tucked it under his arm. He looked at the rum bottle. Read the label.


White. Overproof. Full-strength rum.


He unscrewed the lid. Grabbed the du-rag. Held it out. Tipped some rum on to it until it turned from bone-dry black to juice-soaked jet. He screwed the lid back on to the bottle. Then he tied the alcohol-soaked du-rag around its neck.


‘Could I ask about 1976?’ she asked behind him.


King Stir It Up, aka Isaiah Augustus Cleveland Scantleberry on his medical records, tensed at her question as he clutched his box of bones.


Shit.


’76.


The one year he never talked about.


He stared at the panoramic view of the Victorian square across the road from his hospital window, desperately trying to think of a way to hitch a ride away from her question. His gaze settled on a young man, who stood with a bottle in his hand in front of one of the houses. The youth pulled something from his head. It looked like one of them du-rags some of the young kids wore these days.


‘Could I ask about 1976?’ she repeated.


Shit.


She wouldn’t leave ’76 alone.


His guest moved to stand with him in the warmth of the window. He quickly buried his box of bones in his dressing-gown pocket. Turned his head to face her. Her blonde hair was chopped and clipped back. Nothing, including hair, was getting in this woman’s way. He caught the hope in her blue bright eyes as she stared at him. He flicked his head back towards the window. Back towards the square. Back towards the youth.


‘OK, 1976. That summer …’ he began, the same time as the youth in the square tied the cloth in his hand around the neck of the bottle.


Curtis finished tying the du-rag. He wedged the bottle under his left arm as the music from his MP3 soaked into his body. His right hand moved to the back pocket of his trousers. He pulled out the magazine that was sticking out of it. It unfolded in his hand. It was already on the correct page. The only page he was interested in. He looked at the advertisement in the top right corner.


THE CONCERT OF THE YEAR


Wednesday 16th August


FEATURING


M.C. Insanity


And Lord Tribulation – He’s the DADDY!


The R ’n’ B backing track of the song playing on his MP3 fell silent. Just violins. Then the violins were joined by a woman’s voice. Soft. Quiet. The vulnerability of her vibrato made his thoughts stop; made him taste her melody; see the face of his mother. The magazine fell from his fingers. Fluttered on to the ground. He searched in his pocket. Pulled out a lighter. He placed the bottle in his right hand. Turned his body sideways. Shifted his feet wide, but steady. Twisted his waist, so his upper body faced the house. His eyes snapped over it, searching for a target. He found it. A second-floor window. He flicked the lighter on. Held up the bottle. Lit the dripping du-rag around the bottle’s neck. His hips and shoulders rotated forward. With a flourish the petrol bomb left his hand. His eyes squinted in the sun as he followed its path. Upwards. Towards the target. He stumbled back. Startled. Startled by the two unexpected young faces peering from the second-floor window.


‘That summer.’ King Stir It Up picked up the words he’d left floating in the air, as he continued to stare out of the window. ‘Do you know what the killer tune was?’


‘Killer tune?’ She took a step, pushing her curiosity closer to him.


‘The killer tune is the song everyone’s playing. Dancing to. That year’s memorable rhythm-and-bass ride. In ’76, for us black youth, it was Junior Murvin’s “Police And Thieves”.’


‘But did anything stand out that year? Was there anything different?’


He said nothing. Just half cocked his head and watched the youth in the square pull something from his pocket.


‘It was a turbulent year, wasn’t it?’ Her voice was soft. Low.


‘Tings got out of control,’ he finally whispered, as something bright flickered in the youth’s hand.


‘What things?’


He saw the youth touch the bright object to the cloth around the neck of the bottle. There was an instant gush of light. He moved his head forward to get a better look. Fire.


‘What things?’ she coaxed.


The youth pulled the bottle back. Threw it at one of the houses.


‘Oh my God,’ King Stir It Up yelled as his face pressed against the window.


‘What?’


He swung his head to face her.


‘Call the police.’


Curtis took a shocked step forward as he watched the bottle sail towards the faces at the window. His arm lunged up. He knew it was too late. No way was he going to pull the bottle back. The children at the window scurried back when they saw the bottle arching towards them. The petrol bomb smashed into the glass. Dived into the room. Glass splintered and fell to the ground outside. Fell on to Curtis. Shredded into his arm and face. He closed his eyes. Heard a bang. Looked up at the same time as the fire started licking from the window. He heard two screams. Together. Blistering the scene like bewildered alto and soprano saxophones. That’s when he started running.


King Stir It Up watched the youth run. The tumour tightened in his gut. He shut his eyes. Tried to cut the pain out. Cut the fire out. Cut the memories of 1976 out. But he couldn’t because ’76 had been just the same. The sounds. The fire. A youth running away. A youth that had been him. Running from a burning, dead body.





TRACK 2: KILL THE VOLUME


Thirty-year-old rap artist Lord Tribulation – LT to his friends – stood outside the Hugh Gaskell hospital ward contemplating the best way to make an entrance. Life was all about making entrances. Well, that was his philosophy. It did not matter what type of door you went through – car door, lover’s door, record company door – you had to make an entrance. Make people remember you. Years of treading the stage had also taught him that an entrance is only as good as the walk you take with you. He chose his walk. Strut ’n’ sway. Head held high, shoulders and hips loose, moving to the rhythm of a carefree summer reggae track. He moved his lean, six-one frame in easy steps. Always take it easy. Never rush it.


People stopped to look at him, in his knee-length leather jacket, vintage Levi jeans, black beret and smoke-tinted aviator sunglasses, as he made his way down the corridor.


He took it easy.


As the suppressed hush bounced against the white walls and tiled floor.


He took it easy.


As the trio of nurses at the desk ran their eyes over him.


He took it easy.


As he moved through the acrid sting of disinfected air.


He took it easy.


As a porter, with a mop, admired his L and T lettered earrings in his left ear.


He took it easy.


As he reached his father’s private room.


His steps faltered. Stopped. He sucked a sharp breath into his body. He might be trying to take it easy, but it never got any easier however many times he came knocking at his dying father’s door. He pushed down the handle. Entered the room. He did not know where the King got the readies to afford a private room. He never asked. Every man was entitled to his privacy, especially if they were told their time was up. For his money his father got a blanched tight one-person sofa, a recently upholstered armchair, a portable TV, which was on, and soothing paintings of bowls of fruit and seascapes on the green pastel walls. And, of course, a bed. Nothing special, but slightly wider than the ones in the public wards. In the bed sat his father, King Stir It Up, or the King as everyone affectionately called him.


The King was propped up on his pillows, hunched over, talking into a Dictaphone. Where the King went so did his Dictaphone. The King had taught him from an early age that a Dictaphone was an essential tool of any songwriter’s trade. You never knew when the lyrics would come to you. The barbershop. The bathroom. That final groan at the end of making love.


The King stopped talking. Mid-sentence. He punched the stop button on the Dictaphone. Put it down next to the scattered dominoes on the mobile table over the bed. He straightened his head and shoulders. Father and son looked at each other with faces that were once a mirror image of each other. The same alert brown eyes, long bone structure and a mouth they were both proud of, with its bottom lip slightly puffed forward as if a constant bank of lyrics bubbled behind it. But in the last six months the King’s terminal illness had distorted their shared reflection. While LT retained a skin tone that was a deep saturated brown with a fiery glaze of old oak rum, his father’s had become a tired grey, as if the gravediggers were already throwing earth on top of him. The sharpness of his cheekbones stretched his skin. But he defiantly had his hair and now a beard, just so they knew he didn’t want anything to do with that chemo shit. The only medication he was willing to take was a new drug that helped to relieve the suffering of people with stomach tumours.


The King pinned LT with those black eyes of disapproval. LT hated that look because it reminded him that since he had injected what he called his cash raps (or craps, as the King like to sneer) – songs about money, women, women, money – into his act, his father’s pride in his achievements had started to be eroded by disappointment.


‘Well, if it isn’t Huey Newton,’ the King rasped in a voice that had once been serene and smooth; now his illness made sure he could no longer control the chord changes.


Baffled, LT followed the path of his father’s eyes as they glided over his leather jacket and black beret. He’d borrowed the image from one of his stylist’s books – but who the hell was Huey Newton?


‘… and take those darkers off, boy – life’s moving into the night.’


LT pulled off his shades. Folded them. Tucked them into the flap pocket of his jacket. He sat down on the armchair by the King’s bed, near the vase of assorted flowers he knew the King’s girlfriend, May, bought every day. He pulled off his beret, revealing a small Afro. One that was plaited in the night and finger-combed in the morning. He ran his long fingers through it. His father looked at him with a spark of merriment in his eyes. He knew the King was getting ready for their light-hearted call-and-response routine.


‘What you call that masquerading on your head?’ the King started.


‘This is an Afro, also known as a ’fro …’


‘Also known as a natural …’


‘Which you should know all about as it dates back to your heyday …’


‘When people knew what good music sounded like …’


‘Music’s as good as the number of punters you pull in …’


‘You call that boom-boom, bang-bang business you sing music?’


The King’s voice ended in a ragged rush. His eyes screwed closed.


‘You all right, Dad?’ LT asked as he leaned over the dominoes. His hands rested on his father’s shoulders.


Now the King was sick LT realised that maybe their little routine was too quick for a man dying to keep up. For years they had played call-and-response – the King would say something mildly contentious and he would respond. It was always quickfire. As soon as the last word left one mouth, the other grabbed the space. Sometimes it got so quick it was hard to know where one voice started and the other ended.


‘It ain’t easy thinking back sometimes, you check me?’ the King answered wearily.


‘So what’s the latest?’ LT asked, easing back in his chair, trying to lighten the mood.


‘The latest?’ The King’s eyes sprang open with the kind of life LT wished the rest of his father’s body showed.


‘Yeah, you know. On the news.’ LT nodded his head towards the portable television.


‘It’s the usual – the rich are bombing the poor. And the rich are winning again …’ The King shook his head as a jet fighter arced across the TV screen before a splash of orange burst where a missile had exploded. ‘The damn rich are always winning. The last time we won anything was when Che and Fidel rode into Havana in 1959, you check me?’


‘Who were they?’ LT asked.


‘Who was who?’


‘Che and Fidel …’ LT had heard the names in the house as a youth but he couldn’t place them.


‘Well, kiss my sweet black rah-rah, you mean to tell me, Jeremiah, you don’t know who Che Guevara and Fidel Castro are?’ His father was incredulous.


The King was one of the only people who ever used his birth name, Jeremiah.


‘No. Unless they’re giving me a helping hand up the musical ladder, why should I?’


LT shook his head. Che Guevara? Fidel Castro? Huey Newton? Since the tumour had been diagnosed it was like the King lived in a completely different world. The King’s chest rumbled in a small chuckle. Then he lifted his eyebrow mischievously and explained, ‘They were musicians …’


‘Musicians …?’ LT was interested now.


The King rearranged himself so he was full on with his son. A half-crooked smile crinkled his lips and tilted the right corner of his beard.


‘That’s right. They played maracas in a rumba band in Cuba. They were big for a while; they cut a few records and had a few hits. Then of course those damn communists took over and Che, Fidel and the boys had to move to the States. They finished their days playing bossa nova for gamblers in Las Vegas …’


LT had met a few Latin Americans around town. Sharp, snappy dressers. Maybe this Che and Fidel knew how to make the clothes talk as they walked.


‘So what kind of rig did they go around town in?’


‘Rig?’ The King’s smile spread full across his lips. ‘Well, let’s see – they use to dress in olive-green battle fatigues – and sombreros. Man, when they shook those maracas, all them American gals were on the dance floor shaking their ting – you check me?’


LT had a think about that. He couldn’t use the sombrero but the battle fatigues sounded cool. Very outlaw – very rebel. He decided to ask his stylist what olive green would look like against dark, brown skin. LT looked at his watch. Five minutes to six.


‘What are you looking at your watch for, boy? You got some place you need to be?’


‘I’ve got a really important gig tonight and …’


‘Gig?’ the King scoffed. ‘Gig? You call that song-and-dance routine you do a “gig”? You call that gyrating around you do trying to catch the avaricious eye of those record companies a “gig”. Some “gig”, boy …’


That pissed LT off. His body tightened in the chair as his mouth let loose.


‘Yeah, that’s right, a “gig” – and you might like to know that Paradise Records will be there and we’re talking about a deal at the moment. You know what a deal is, don’t you? Only of course you don’t because all you ever did was make a few loser records for your friends and family to buy. You know what I think? I think you’re jealous because I’m making a living out of my music while all you did was earn some beer money playing for your mates in community centres …’


The King interrupted with a whisper, ‘Music’s not “a living”, boy. Music is living …’


‘Music is money,’ LT asserted. Hard.


The King shook his head as they both fell silent, chewing their own thoughts.


LT shook his head, feeling annoyed with himself for his angry outburst at a man who almost gave up his life so that he could have his. His mother had left to live in Canada when he was a baby, leaving the King to bring him up on his own. Until her death five years earlier she’d never visited him, which suited him fine. The tension eased its hand from his shoulder. He relaxed into the softness of the chair.


‘Dad, I came up because I want to share something with you.’


‘Never been in no threesome before.’


They both chuckled, looking more alike than they had in a long time.


‘My first TV interview is coming on in about …’ He looked at his watch. ‘… two minutes.’


‘Well, I can’t watch my boy on the box with a dry throat.’


LT knew exactly what the King wanted. He got up and bent down to search under the bed for his father’s black holdall bag. He found it near the King’s slippers. He unzipped the side pocket, searched inside and pulled out a joint. Doing drugs and alcohol had never been his rush. He had seen one too many people, including the King, lose their focus on life. Even so, he passed the joint to his father. The King lit up. Sucked the smoke in. Let it find its resting ground inside his body. Blew the residue out and snuggled back into the pillows.


‘That makes me almost feel alive, Jerry.’


LT couldn’t understand why the King wouldn’t have the chemotherapy. Didn’t he understand it meant they would have more time together? The King caught the anguished look on his face.


‘Son, I’m going anyway so I’d rather be laid out in the box with my own hair. You should keep your pity for the two young ones downstairs.’


‘What young ones?’ LT asked as he used the remote to switch the television to Shake Up TV, a satellite channel specialising in mainly British rap.


‘This afternoon two kids got burned badly in an arson attack in the square over the road. Before I forget, son, I want to be buried with my best jacket …’


LT did not hear his father because his eyes were fixed to the television screen. The final part of a report about Sean Sparkle, a legendary musician and producer receiving a lifetime achievement award at the Brits musical event, was on.


‘Jerry, did you hear me? This is important, son.’


LT nodded his head, but kept staring at the television as he said, ‘Yeah, sure. Let’s chat about it after the interview.’


He settled himself in his seat as the presenter, Courtney Cross, or Cee Cee as she liked to be known, came on to the screen. She was street sexy and street cool, wearing a cropped white sequin top over blue hipster jeans. Her port-liquored hair brushed her shoulders and cupped her healthy white face. She sat with LT in a minimalist pale studio on an even paler leather couch. LT smiled as he watched the programme. Yeah, he had got the pose just right. Part insolent, part cheeky grin, like the studio lighting was the best sunshine he’d tasted in his life. The lighting shone against his white du-rag, which had his trademark ‘He’s The Daddy’ logo on it.


Cee Cee introduced him with a carefully crafted smile. Then breathed her first question at him.


‘Your music has got this unique, melting, stand-out style. Everyone calls it the Ice Shack sound. There are so many myths about how your music got its defining sound and name.’ Her eyelids fluttered down, then curled up to flirt with him.


‘Tell us what the real story is.’ She spoke like she was asking him if he liked to do it on top, underneath or over the dressing-room table in front of the mirror.


He did that half-turn into the camera his stylist had taught him and grinned back at the presenter just before he answered her question.


‘My father, King Stir It Up, as you know, is a musician. So I grew up with loads of music around me. His band, like other sound systems, were always experimenting with different sounds – echo chambers, vibrations, raw bass lines. One night when I was a kid I heard him playing one of his sound systems tunes. It had this really funky sound. A bit like heavy breathing. Kind of a half-beat in, a half-beat out …’


Suddenly the hospital room filled with a wheezing sound. High pitched, soaked in agony. LT quickly turned away from the television to stare at his father. The King was holding his chest and gulping air like his time had come. LT shoved out of the chair. Leaned over his father.


‘Dad, you all right?’ His hands fluttered over the King’s chest.


The King’s hands reached out. Clawed into LT’s leather jacket. He yanked LT close. Whispered, ‘Box of bones.’


LT’s hand shot into the mix of dominoes on the table to steady himself. The King tugged him closer. Drank in some air. Whispered, ‘Bury … best jacket.’


The King’s hands loosened. Then he collapsed on to the bed. Silent. LT shook his father’s shoulders.


‘Dad? Dad?’ he repeated as each shake became harder. The King did not move. LT rushed out of the room, yelling, ‘Help. My dad.’


The ward sister at the desk looked up. Heard his high-pitched call. She ran over to him. Past him into the room. LT did not follow her. He leaned against the wall. Took shallow breaths. The tears stuck in his throat. He didn’t want to be here. He did not want to see his old man like this. He closed his eyes. Kept them closed for three minutes.


‘Mr Scantleberry?’


He let his mind and vision come back into the world. Sister stood next to him.


‘He’ll be fine, but he needs to rest. I’ve given him something so he gets a good night’s sleep.’


She raised her hand and held the smoking spliff in front of his face. ‘What were you thinking, giving this to him? It’s no wonder he collapsed.’


‘But …’


‘Your father has over-exerted himself today. I’ve explained to you in the past that the drug your father has been prescribed means he can’t afford to be under any more stress. I think it’s best if you go.’


She walked away from him, carrying the pungent joint. He turned to the King’s closed door. Lay his palm flat against it. Felt the warmth of the King one more time. He removed his hand. Let it drop. He looked over at the retreating figure of Sister, and he was sure he could see a freshly exhaled billow of smoke hanging over her body. Her back tightened. She stopped. Relaxed. Another cloud of smoke rose above her. He shook his head. Checked his watch. He still had more than enough time to dress to impress Paradise Records at his concert at the Minus One club tonight.


The illegal aroma of marijuana hit the woman as soon as she entered her house. She twisted her lip with annoyance, knowing that her daughter was home. She closed the door. Hard. So her daughter heard, to give her enough time to get rid of the evidence. She moved into the hall and laid her briefcase on the table under the huge mirror. She looked at her steel-grey suit. Straightened it and moved towards the lounge. She opened the door. Her daughter and two friends sat huddled on the sofa as they watched the television.


‘Hi, Mummy. You’re back early.’ Her daughter kept her voice easy. Innocent. She didn’t get up to greet her. No kiss. They had stopped doing that when she’d sent her to boarding school.


She delicately sniffed the air.


‘You girls are wearing an interesting perfume these days.’


She peered over her daughter’s head to watch the television with indifferent eyes. She wasn’t surprised to see her daughter’s musical idol, Lord Tribulation, being interviewed. His posters dominated her daughter’s bedroom. Her daughter often listened to his tracks, which she had downloaded on to her MP3 player while eating breakfast. She hated that. Such bad manners.


When the interviewer asked Lord Tribulation how he got his distinctive musical sound her daughter swung back to the television. She started to turn her head away from the screen. Then she heard the rapper answer the question. She became still. Motionless. The brightness left her eyes and dark patches of blood spotted over her face. The stench of the marijuana choked her senses. Marijuana that had nothing to do with her daughter and everything to do with her memories. She swayed. Her hand gripped the edge of the sofa. ‘Mummy, are you OK?’


She heard her daughter. But didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer.


‘Mummy?’


The distress in her daughter’s tone made her finally pull herself straight. Her hand left the sofa. Heaved through her hair. She smiled at her anxious daughter and said, ‘I’m fine, darling. You know I hate the television on this loud, so can you please turn down the volume.’


She left the room as her daughter picked up the remote and killed the volume. She closed the door. Her hand tightened on the door handle. Every expletive she knew crammed her mind, overloading her head. She slammed her briefcase down on the table near the mirror. Opened it. Pulled out her mobile phone. Went straight to the address book. Scrolled down until she got his number. In her line of work she was given many numbers. When his had come her way she had stored it just in case. She punched the buttons as she marched into the chilled openness of the kitchen. She put the phone to her ear as she gazed out of the French window.


‘It’s Anne … yes, I know it’s been thirty fucking years, and believe me, if I never had to speak to you again I wouldn’t do it. We’re in trouble.’


She swung away from the window. Listened. Then her words exploded.


‘How do I know?’ Her voice was clipped, the saliva drying in her mouth. ‘That doesn’t matter. What matters is he’s still got it.’


She stopped. Took a single breath that stretched her lungs. The rise and fall of her chest softened. She was back in control.


‘We need to meet to decide how to play this one out. In the meantime do anything you can to get it. Have you got people who can get on to this straight away?


‘Good.’ She smiled at his answer. ‘But your people are going to need to know what they’re looking for. Where do you think the King would have kept it?’


She listened to his answer. Sighed. Smiled a bit more widely.


‘Of course,’ she said softly. ‘It was one of the only things he ever talked to me about. His best jacket.’





TRACK 3: SLAMMIN’ WITH THE B-LINE


‘Who’s the rebel?’ Lord Tribulation blasted out on the stage at the Minus One club.


The jubilant two-hundred-strong crowd shouted, hollered and screamed.


‘What’s my name?’


‘Tribulation.’


‘What’s my name?’


‘Tribulation!’


‘People – I said, what’s my name?’


‘Trib-u-la-tion!’


LT stood in front of his fan base with his mic hiked high. Arm outstretched. Legs wide apart. Silver lights flashed and arced behind him. They illuminated his white leather military-style Napoleonic jacket and white leather trousers. The sweat on his forehead deepened the trademark logo on his white silk du-rag – ‘He’s The Daddy’. His head moved rapidly to the drum-and-bass beat that his sometime collaborator M.C. Insanity pumped out at her decks on the right side of the stage.


He began to prowl, his steps moody. Intimidating. The crowd joined in his motion, elevating themselves on to the final jive of their musical journey. As he moved he let his gaze swing to the A&R crew that Paradise Records had sent down to check him out. There were two of them. A man and a woman. She was white, he was black. They stood at the left side of the stage, in the front row, arms folded, observing his performance and how the crowd responded to it. For too many years he’d been one of many rap acts scrapping a living on London’s nocturnal music scene. Then three months ago – bingo – an art house film used two of his tunes on its soundtrack. When the film got a standing ovation at Cannes it springboarded his music from the underground to potential prime time over night. Now everyone wanted a slice of his lyrical whack. Paradise Records were not the first to come banging on his door, but they were the biggest players yet.


Now it was time to turn up the heat. To show Paradise Records’ A&R people that he had the ability to revolutionise lives and wallets. He knew that as far as the record companies were concerned they were the same thing. As one record executive had explained to him once, ‘Black rebels are always good box office.’ He pulled his head up, eyes dancing across the crowd, looking for a novice, a newcomer who remained on the margins of the music. He searched – up, down, right side, left side, middle. He stopped when he found the face he was looking for. Young, white, male, lilting in a motion that said he was almost frightened to cut it with the music. LT’s stare zoomed in so that they stood eye to eye, roaring brown meeting reticent blue. The best way to make a new devotee move on was to start with what they knew. LT started moving to the young man’s tune.


One beat.


Two.


Three.


On the fourth he changed the gear. Revved it up. The groove of his body became faster, looser, chanting, It’s just you and me, me and you. The young man’s rhythm changed.


That’s right, son, let it go.


Their motion went backwards, forwards, forwards, backwards, until an electric swing moved between them that no one could break.


That’s it, baby, let it flow.


The young man closed his eyes and tipped his head back, and LT knew that he had done his job. Like the King always said, no jam is a success until the crowd closes its eyes and feels the things it cannot see.


When each head in the crowd began to flop back, arms spread wide, LT knew they were ready for the final revelation. He turned his head and nodded to M.C. Insanity. With a flick of her wrist, she shut the music down. The crowd eased down. Waited. He bowed his head and raised his right hand in a black fist salute. It was a parody of a poster the King had that showed three black men standing on rostrums with their fists in the air. They looked like they had won something, like at the Olympics. It was a great image. Although he never asked what the story was behind the picture he borrowed it for his stage act. LT brushed his gaze towards the A&R pair and smiled as he saw them lean forward like everyone else. They did not know what was coming but the crowd did. He raised his head, ready to deliver his killer tune.


Curtis groaned as he slammed his back against one of the metal doors at the rear entrance to the Minus One club. He slid down and gulped in a single breath. He checked his watch. Seven minutes, that was all the time left before the concert finished. He closed his eyes. His chest pinched in pain as his nails cut into his balled palms. He unwrapped his hands. Opened his eyes. Six hours, that was how long he’d been running. Running from the two boys’ faces at the window. Running from the smoke suffocating the air. Running from the blood he’d washed off himself in the public toilet. He’d run until the pulse of the daylight had swerved into the anonymous heartbeat of the night.


He checked the time again. Five minutes. He shoved up. Took three steps forward. He twisted around to face the club. His eyes swung between the three doors evenly spaced on the back wall. Shit, he didn’t know which one to choose. Always start with what you know, Mr James, his violin teacher, had said. His violin. Pain squeezed his chest. The one thing he couldn’t think about was his beloved violin. His hand shot out and grabbed the handle of the door he’d been leaning against. He pushed down. The door didn’t move. He skipped to the second door. No joy there either. Moved to the last door. He pushed the handle down with the force of desperation he was feeling. The door did not budge. He kicked his trainer against the metal. Once, twice, three times. He had to get in. He felt the tears tear into his face. He pressed down on the handle and viciously kicked the door one more time. The door sprang open.


LT watched as M.C. Insanity spun the sampled disc with the power of the last move she might ever make. Vivaldi’s violins mixed with an R ’n’ B beat spun on. Laced behind both was LT’s trademark sound of erratic human breathing. A half-breath in, a half-breath out. The Ice Shack sound, his musical MO. The words to his rap began to swell behind his front teeth. His mouth burst open, allowing his rap to come in his own unique bragging, nasal, vocal style that was a remix of Caribbean dance hall and cockney chat.


‘Fire it up in the morning


Send that match way high


Gasoline Ghetto make over


Burn down the system


Die baby die.’


He kept his eye on the A&R pair. The woman started moving. Yes, she was buying into his shit. LT strolled to the edge of the stage. Rocked his body into a wide-leg stance until his rhythm was balanced. Then he recited with the guile of a master storyteller:


‘Gasoline Ghetto make over


Die baby die.’


He bellowed it a second time. Third time. Fourth time. He raised a finger, pointing it to the crowd, conducting them to join in. They did not disappoint him with their fanatical response. Over and over their mantra kicked against the walls. The couple from Paradise Records shook their bodies, in a more modest beat set by the crowd, but that did not matter because he knew that they finally felt it. M.C. Insanity cut the violins. Cut the R ’n’ B track. Only the sound of heavy breathing filled the venue. LT added his voice to the breathing. The crowd added theirs. A half-beat in, a half-beat out. Higher and higher, their voices rose in a wordless refrain.


LT and the mic twisted, whirling dervish-style, in a hectic dance. Halfway through a whirl, he caught sight of someone standing in the wings. His movements slowed as his eyes ruffled over the newcomer. Teenage kid, stained clothing – plain untidy or an upcoming style, he could not tell. What he did know was that the kid was in the wrong place. Only performers and security were allowed backstage. He could see that the kid was a bad moon rising on his perfect performance. He noticed that most of the boy’s tension seemed to be locked into one of his arms. His eyes skidded down the kid’s right arm, which was clenched into a fist at his side.


The kid moved forward and flexed his right arm sideways at the same time. LT dropped his gaze to the youth’s hand. He didn’t see anything in the hand but he wasn’t taking any chances. He held up his own hands, face up, loose, peacemaker style, as he said, ‘Take it easy. Everything’s cool.’


The boy moved into the light. Took a step closer to him. Now LT could see the boy’s face, which was long, supported by a graceful neck. A face LT remembered as belonging to one of the fans the night before who’d waited for him to sign autographs after the gig at the Jamdown club in Notting Hill. He remembered that just as he got to the boy he’d decided to stop signing autographs. Thoughts of last night disappeared as LT saw the boy’s arm push up. LT stepped back.


‘Security,’ he yelled.


Two huge men dressed in black with microphones clipped to their ears and ID badges hanging from their lapels rushed on to the stage.


‘I think he’s got a piece, he’s got a piece,’ one of them growled.


As the two security men dived on the youth, dragging him down, the crowd reacted, slamming the room with a bass line brimming with panic. People started shoving and screaming in a desperate attempt to get to the neon-lit exits. The smaller ones tumbled over as the survival instinct drove the bigger ones on. One woman crouched, left alone at the front, her hands over her head, sobbing. LT scanned the crowd, searching for the A&R pair, but the crush of people made it impossible for him to find them. The youth being wrestled to the ground screamed. The woman crouching below the stage finally dashed, still clutching her head, towards the nearest exit. The security men had immobilised the youth, so he lay locked flat down on to the stage.


LT swore. Furiously. When you’re doing ghetto music the last thing you need appearing is the ghetto. His fingers ground into the mic in his hand. The mic. Shit, he had a job to do. He turned away from the youth and the security men. Rushed to the front of the stage. Brought the mic to his lips and announced, ‘Chill, everybody, just chill. This party is still freebasing.’


Most of the revellers ignored him and continued pressing towards the doors, but a few people stopped, turned and faced him. Damn. None of the faces belonged to the A&R people.


‘Watch out, he’s still got the gun,’ one of the security men said as he pushed his weight harder against the kid.


LT twisted back around at the same time as the youth pushed up, making one of the security men tumble half off his back. The youth raised his arm up. Towards LT. There was a loud crack and a flash. People screamed. LT felt his legs giving way at the same time as he noticed the drops of blood falling on to his white jacket.





TRACK 4: LOOTIN’ AND SHOOTIN’


At seven minutes after eleven the mobile phone next to the King’s hospital bed started to ring. The second ring lifted the King from his painkiller-induced sleep. The third made him open both eyes and sit up. By the sixth ring his arm was slowly reaching out to grab the phone. He didn’t know what the time was but he felt the lateness pressing against the air. He placed the phone against his face. His mouth was dry, his voice drowsy as he said, ‘Yeah?’


‘Thirty years is a long time,’ came the reply.


The voice, not the words, slammed the King’s upper body in shock against the pillow. The male voice was gentle, but insistent, just the way it had been back in ’76. The King’s vocal cords froze for maybe one of the first times in his life. His fingers gripped the phone as the caller carried on speaking.


‘I hear you’re dying, but before you depart this life to join that great sound system in the sky I think we need to meet. Tomorrow. Joe’s Café. I’m sure you remember which end of town it’s in. I know you musicians find the morning light unhealthy, but let’s say ten.’


He let the caller’s instruction hang in the air with his disbelief. He steadied his breathing. Got some control back. Then he abruptly ended the call. He hadn’t said yes, he hadn’t said no, but he knew he would have to go. It had been thirty years but they had finally found out that he had kept it and not destroyed it as they agreed he would. Just like he had dreaded they would as he lay choking in his son’s arms hours earlier.


And now he thought he was going to start choking again. But he didn’t. Instead he punched a new number into his mobile. The call was diverted straight to voicemail. Awkwardly he left a message.


‘It’s the King. Yeah, meet me here at one … I’m ready to tell you all about 1976 …’


‘What did Paradise Records say, boss?’ LT grunted at his manager, as blood and anger seeped into the white du-rag he held against his nose.


He was sitting in a plastic chair in the square dressing room on the top floor of the club. The blood pressure ebbed and flowed in his face. Sweat ran from his forehead with the texture of tears and the sureness of blood. Half an hour had passed since the police had arrested the youth. An hour since everyone had dived for cover when the bang and the flash had changed the tempo of the room and he had crumpled to the stage. Hackney being Hackney, everyone had assumed the same thing – he’d been shot. But of course he had not been. The loud explosion and the flash were the result of an electrical light blowing, and it turned out that the kid hadn’t been packing any heat – well, not of the lethal gun-toting variety. But his manager, Window, had vaulted on to the stage, yelling for an ambulance. When Window reached him LT whispered that he didn’t need an ambulance. Window’s eyes had searched him, taking in his hand rubbing against his calf muscle, his hand clutching his nose. Window had eased back, knowing LT was hurt, but not from the impact of a firearm.


Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Why couldn’t he just be like other people and get migraines or rashes or the runs? Since he was eight years old the doctors the King had dragged him to, hoping to find a cure for his son, had explained that nosebleeds and leg cramps were his body’s reaction to stress. And he was stressed. The chaos caused by the youth’s appearance had induced cramps and a nosebleed right on stage. It had never happened to him in public before. The look in his eye had pleaded with Window to get everyone out. The thought that fans would see his weakness was something he couldn’t deal with. Didn’t want to have to deal with. Besides, it was better PR for his public to leave thinking he had taken a bullet for his art rather than that a childhood ailment had laid him low.


He dumped his thoughts as another pain coiled through his left calf, dragging him back to the dressing room. The boom-box acoustics of the room caught his cry. Rotated it against the walls. He was glad he had his shades on because the only thing more embarrassing than people hearing his pain was seeing it duplicated in his eyes.


‘I left a message on their voicemail,’ Window, who was also the sole owner of the Minus One club, answered as he closed the door.


LT pulled the du-rag from his face. Ran a finger like a violin bow under his nose. His finger came away clean. He flicked his head up as he watched his manager stride towards him with slow deliberate steps. Window was six foot three of the most imposing smooth-plated copper muscle most people would see this side of the river. He wore his head shaved clean so that the tattoo that stretched across his neck could be easily seen. The letters of the tattoo were of a non-Roman script. Only a few people knew what it said. LT was not one of them and he didn’t ask.


Window reached him. Stopped. Looked down at him. The light from the shaded bulb in the centre of the ceiling spread Window’s shadow over him.


Window shook his head and said, ‘Don’t worry about Paradise Records.’


His large hand clasped LT’s shoulder and LT knew that he was angry. Really angry. Whoever the youth on the stage had been, he couldn’t have been local. If he had been he would never have done it. No one treated Window that way. People respected Window. People feared Window. He had started his adult life as the main eyes for some of East London’s major players. That’s how he had got his nickname. About five years ago Window had turned legit. But legit is a relative term in the East End. He had the connections that LT needed. And LT trusted him. The King had told him too many stories of musicians in the seventies, too distracted by snorting and shagging the high life to notice their accountants and managers ripping them off.


‘Paradise Records will be back,’ Window continued. ‘Know why? Because you’re units. They don’t give a toss about what you’re singing, just how many times it’s being downloaded. How many MP3s it’s hooking up with. They only need to read this interview to know they’re getting success with a capital S when you go through their door.’


Window was holding a copy of The Lick lad mag. They had done a one-page profile of LT. LT took the magazine. Looked it over. In the top right corner was an ad for tonight’s concert. The rest of the page was a homage to him and his music.


Tag Name: Lord Tribulation (LT to all his mates)


Birth Name: Jeremiah Scantleberry


Age: 25


Birthplace: Hackney, East London


Music: Rap singer & pioneer of the Ice Shack sound


Collaborators: Renowned deck magician M.C. Insanity


Heat Rating: Volcano hot. Has won the Notting Hill Carnival’s Writer in Residence of Ladbroke Grove rap contest two years on the trot. Will he be the first rapper to ding number three this year?


Kiss-&-Tell Rating: Footloose and fancy free. Whenever you’re ready, ladies …


Hobbies: Music, music, music!


Clothing: Du-rag heaven. Trademark du-rag logo ‘He’s The Daddy’. Also keeps a selection of du-rags on which to write headlines he gets from the newspapers. All clothes are custom-made by his own designer


Fan Mail: 12 Rhodes Square, London E8


Word On The Street: That Paradise Records are currently negotiating a sizzling record deal


Deep Dark Secrets: Never gigs in Hoxton


‘They got the address wrong for the fan mail,’ he said, handing the magazine back to Window.


Window scrutinised the article, then said, ‘I told them 12 Rhodes Street, where my office is, not Rhodes Square.’


His words were cut off as his mobile began to ring. LT’s breathing quickened, hoping it was the record company. Window took the call. He nodded his head once towards LT as he listened. LT’s heart pumped harder. He rubbed the tip of a finger anxiously over the dryness of his bottom lip.


‘Thanks for getting back to us. My boy is as eager as you are,’ Window said. Then he stopped as he listened. ‘No, of course it wasn’t part of the show,’ Window added tightly. One minute later he clicked off.


‘What did they say?’ LT asked.


‘They need to have an in-house chat. Then they’ll contact me in a couple of days. When they do it’s going to be good news. Come on, I’ll run you home in your ride just in case those cramps come back.’


Since Window had become his manager everything in his career had gone according to plan, so he couldn’t see why that should now change. He eased up. Picked up his walk. Took it easy. Didn’t rush it, as he moved towards his jacket.


Window gave it some stick as he drove LT’s beloved Pacific blue four-by-four through the brooding night streets and side roads of Hackney. The low-level throttle of the car almost sighed, like a man quenching his thirst after a hard day and looking for that woman to end the day right. LT’s head lolled back against his engraved initials in the leather headrest as he relaxed in the passenger seat. Eyes half closed, he listened to the DJ chatting on Window’s favourite radio outlet, Station Debt-E-Nation FM.


‘This is Lady Hectic blessing all you people of the metropolis. It’s that crazy groove time of the year again. Europe’s biggest street jam, the one and only Notting Hill carnival, is almost jacking at our door. Just twelve days to go. On the last day of the carnival, bank holiday Monday, don’t miss Ladbroke Grove’s Writer in Residence slamdown. This year’s clash will be held in the open on the All Saints Road. I will be the people’s MC, introducing contestants Elliott Ness, Lady Tick, Rumplestiltskin and reigning boy wonder, Lord Tribulation. This year’s judges will include the legendary LA producer Sean Sparkle and community activist Beresford Clarke. It’s gonna be a roadblock, so make sure you’re there well before the clock strikes three.’


A quick smile shuffled across LT’s mouth. The Writer in Residence of Ladbroke Grove was one of the most lucrative musical events in British rap. As the DJ so nicely put it, he was the reigning boy wonder. He liked that. The event had begun life as a response by the community to the explosion of tension between the police and the youth at Notting Hill’s carnival in 1976. On the last night of the carnival the body of a well-known activist, street name Houdini, had been found. Everyone was convinced that the police had killed him. The following year, on the last night of the two-day carnival, the Jamdown club in Ladbroke Grove had held a small musical event in memory of Houdini’s militant life. The main highlight had been a musical battle between calypso singers. In 1978, when Super Cool, the winner, had been asked how he had defeated his opponents, he had replied, ‘It was all about the slamming power of my lyrics. All about the words, man.’ From that point on, whoever won was crowned the Writer in Residence of Ladbroke Grove. As sponsorship grew the event became huge. It moved from a showcase for calypsonians to one for rappers. LT had won it for the last two years. Everyone was holding their breath this year because no artist had won it three years in a row. Some said if he pulled off the treble he should be crowned Shakespeare of Ladbroke Grove.


The DJ’s voice on the radio softened as she said, ‘Now chill back and enjoy our seventies reggae revival selection. Here’s one for those who remember that classic movie The Harder They Come.’


The haunting vocals of the Slickers’ ‘Johnny Too Bad’ wailed against the leather seats of the car’s interior.


‘That’s the trouble with this life,’ Window said as the lyrics and car took a smooth right, ‘too many people just lootin’ and shootin’.’


LT knew Window was referring to the abrupt ending of the concert.


‘We don’t need these record company people,’ his manager carried on as he slow-rolled the car at a set of traffic lights.


LT didn’t answer. He did not want to have this conversation. They had had it too many times. He knew Window was talking about music@yourfingertips.net, an Internet network run by a friend of his for musicians to sell their music straight to the public. It cut out the middleman, the record companies, and had minimal overheads. LT thought it sounded like a poor man’s music show stuck inside a computer. He wanted the limelight, the limousines, the glamour. And the only people who knew how to do glamour with a triple G were the record companies. But his manager obviously didn’t agree as he continued to coax him with his words.


‘Everyone knows the industry is going that way. Musicians are taking control, setting up their own networks. You don’t want to be the only one not linking arms.’


A vehicle sounded its horn behind them in a furious wake-me-up beat. LT realised that the lights had changed to green. Instead of moving the car forward, Window used the rearview mirror to check out the vehicle behind him. A large white van, the type that was used for removals. He glared for a few seconds. Then hit the accelerator.


‘Like I said, too much lootin’ and shootin’,’ Window mumbled as he bent the car into the main road, leaving the white van behind.


Ten minutes later, the white van shuddered to a halt outside a block of flats in central Hackney. One half of the block pulsed with the sound of music, while the other half slept in silence.


‘We’re here,’ the man in the driver’s seat whispered into his mobile phone.


He nodded his head a few times, listening to the person on the other end of the line. Forty-five seconds later he cut the call. Tucked the mobile into his trouser pocket. Tipped his baseball cap low over his eyes. Checked his watch. Smiled. They had made good time. He shifted his head towards the younger man next to him. The job had come through mid-evening, which had cheered him up. Late jobs meant he could charge a premium price.


‘OK, if we’re in and out within the hour, there’s a monkey in it for you,’ he told his companion gruffly.


They jumped out of the van. Took the stairs to the second floor. They walked along the balcony until they reached the address they’d been given. The older man took out a screwdriver. Usually he would have a set of keys. There was always an enterprising council worker willing to sell duplicates of keys for cash to compensate for having to work those extra years to get a full pension. But this time there had not been time. He jammed the screwdriver between the door and frame. Just under where the lock was set in the door. He applied pressure. As the door started to give he said, ‘OK, we’ve got one hour to clean this place out.’





TRACK 5: TRANS-HOXTON EXPRESS


The following morning a bead of sweat bounced into the mug of coffee King Stir It Up stared into. He sat at a table in Joe’s Café. A café in Hoxton, on the south-western tip of Hackney. The one part of Hackney he hated.


He waited in his battered suit, which was neatly buttoned over his hospital pyjamas. Fluorescent lighting bounced off the high spring-green floor and on to laminated sheets of white paper on the wall advertising the standard dishes in bubble-blue writing. A small television was mounted on a stand above the counter, where a daytime chat show debated the pressing issue ‘Is your husband wearing your clothes? And does it matter?’ Behind the counter stood a woman. Mid-twenties, with quick working hands that suggested this job was just a stopgap on the way to somewhere else.


He knew that they had deliberately chosen Hoxton to meet to make him feel uncomfortable. To make him remember where the bad times started. To make him remember a time that he’d rather forget. To pressurise him into giving them what they wanted. Something that for thirty years they had never realised he still had. He grimaced as he looked at the clock on the wall. Shit, it was already nineteen minutes past the time they said they would meet him. He didn’t have a problem with lateness – what musician did? No, he had a problem with standing still when there were no more years left to live.


The hiss and humidity pouring from the urn behind the counter made his palms retreat from the heat of the mug. His hand grabbed the edge of the table as he looked downwards. Shit, he still had his slippers on. Satin black with Cuddle Monster machine-embroidered in white thread. A present from his lady, May. He just hoped that May and his other boy, a boy his son knew nothing about, had remembered to give Jerry what he had left with them. Maybe he should call Jerry now? His hand felt in his jacket pocket. Found his mobile. Half dragged it up. His hand stopped. Hesitated. Pushed back down. He’d talk to Jerry later. Face to face.


He checked the clock again.


‘Come on,’ he chanted with impatience. He dragged the mug of coffee back into his hand.


‘More tea, love?’ a waitress asked him.


He didn’t hear her. She moved out of his shadow and left him to himself. He made his decision. He had given them enough time. As he got ready to leave, the ten thirty local news bulletin flashed up on the TV screen.


‘Violence has reared its head again at a rap concert in the capital. Last night a young man was arrested at the concert of London rapper Lord Tribulation …’


His head shot up at the same time as a puff of steam came from the urn.


‘Unconfirmed reports also suggest that the man in police custody may have also been involved in an arson attack that seriously injured two children. The police are investigating whether there are any possible connections between the two incidents. Earlier we interviewed the Minister of Culture, Clarissa Hathaway, about the incident at last night’s concert.’


The screen changed to show the interview with the minister. The blood drained from his cheeks as he stared.


‘Well, kiss my sweet black …’ He didn’t finish.


Instead he thrust up. The tumour in his stomach woke up, coiling pain around his body. The vomit climbed to his throat. He gulped it back. The acid made his eyes water. Stupid fool, he told himself, why hadn’t he seen it? He rushed forward, skidding on a slice of tomato on the floor. His hand crunched accidentally against the mobile in his pocket. Pushed a button. One of the music tracks his son had downloaded on to it started to play. The one track he did not need to hear – 1976’s killer tune ‘Police And Thieves’.


‘You all right, mate?’ one of the workmen at a nearby table asked him.


He didn’t answer. Instead, he pushed himself up. Rushed to the door. Opened it. Stumbled into the street. Pain heaved inside his stomach. He looked around, breathing in the unhygienic air, deciding which was the quickest way to get to his son. Quickest way would be the bus from the end of Gazoo Lane. The song in his pocket still played. He didn’t have time to turn it off. He lengthened his strides. Passed a trio of drunks lazing on a blue bench like a family unit waiting for cream tea. Passed a public phone box. Passed a cab office. Sweat glazed his skin as he swung into the sun-drenched Lane. The sound of the bars of a song beat in the background coming from a car. The hum of a car began to increase as he moved. He ignored it and hurried on. The song got louder as the engine of a car roared behind him. He stopped, feeling the warmth of the car breathing. He stilled, turned around and moved to the side to let the car pass. The car stopped at the same time as the driver jacked up the volume on the tune spinning from the car’s deck. He stumbled, held the wall when he realised that it was the same track that was playing in his pocket – ‘Police And Thieves’. The music accelerated from his phone inside his pocket.


A slice of sunlight stroked his eyes, blinding him.


The music from the car stopped dead.


The pressure inside him dropped.


The car’s engine ignited, blasting the air.


The sun slid behind a cloud.


He shook his eyes, adjusting back to the daylight.


He saw the face of the driver. Shocked, he stopped, hesitated. The pain twisted in his stomach. Catapulted up to his chest.


The car went into full throttle towards him, with the brooding bass line of ‘Police And Thieves’ still kicking high in the air from his mobile phone in his pocket.


Jane Blake stood at the cab office window on the damp-ridden top floor and pulled out a pack of twenty B&H. She drew out a fag. Fag, yes, that was right. Not cigarette. That was what the English people called them. And above all she was learning the art or craft of becoming English, just like her new chosen name. She stared out through the dirt-speckled glass and saw a man hurrying down the Lane. Then she saw a car. It slowed down as it saw the man. The man skipped to the side. She pulled her lighter. Lit up. The man stopped. Turned around. The car revved its engine. Jane lowered the lighter from her fag. Her face strained at the window at the same time as the car accelerated forward. The fag fell from her fingers. Her hands gripped the curtains. Snapped them together. As most people learned back home, the best way to deal with life was to see nothing. Then she heard the screech of tyres. Her fingertips pinched into the curtains. Eased them partially open, so she could peep outside again.


The ring of his landline on the bedside table and the touch of Mel’s tongue skimming inside his belly button made LT wake up. The humid air seeped into the room from the discreetly opened window, sucking the scent of Mel’s counterfeit perfume on to his lips. The telephone rang a second time. He knew he should answer it in case it was Window with news from the record company. But he didn’t. Mel’s warm platinum-ringed hand moved lower. He groaned, but not with pleasure. One of the many snippets of advice the King had given him on relationships was ‘the day your lady’s touch don’t make your piece get high, it’s time to whisper bye-bye’. He’d been seeing Mel for three months. He knew it was finally time to whisper those words next to her gold-looped earring.


‘What’s wrong, babycakes?’ she asked, her voice muffled as she gripped the edge of the maroon duvet with her purple acrylic nails.


She slid her body full length against his, clipping the silver ring in his left nipple. She gazed at him with her saddle-brown face and coin-round eyes. Her blonde – or champagne, as she called it – corkscrew extensions cupped her face. She fixed her mouth into a pout that always reminded him of exaggerated chat, with exaggerated lip movements, like a teenager who wanted anyone passing by to believe that the words leaving her mouth were important. He didn’t answer her. Instead he slid his gaze over her and realised that she was not the type of woman he wanted hanging on his arm now he was beating at the door of success.


Getting a sniff of success hadn’t been easy. No way. It had taken him twelve long years of solid graft to get where he was going. He remembered the exact date when he had decided that he was going to become the Don Dada of the British rap scene.


A Saturday in October.


A night that had hit zero degrees.


A year and a half ago.


He’d been gigging at a club in Tottenham. He’d been one of three acts. Three forgettable acts. After his performance he’d stood in front of the mirror in the dressing room and been startled to notice a single grey hair in the middle of his hairline among his short, springboard locks. The hair had shaken him up. He couldn’t have grey hair – that just wasn’t natural, for God’s sake, because he was only … He’d counted and realised that he was nine months off the big three zero. And there it was, a spindle of grey hair, just like his dad’s had gone at the same age. And that was very bad news – genetics could play havoc with a boy’s career. It hit him then that since the age of eighteen he’d been just like the rest of the underground rap crowd doing the usual who could spit the words on the mic the fastest, who could twist the words the hardest. The realisation that he was a cut-and-paste rapper hit him with a swinger straight in his ambitions.


He knew he had to stand out from all the other snappers on the scene, so he set about remoulding his look, redefining his musical hook. The first thing he’d done was shave off his locks and five years of his life. Yeah, twenty-four felt like a good age to be. Then he’d tested his new heavy-breathing backbeat, at the One Love Festival in East London’s sprawling Victoria Park. When he first hit the crowd with his new sound the audience and pigeons had stopped moving, gone silent. Then a couple had jumped up, flashing their psychedelic colours and marijuana fumes into the air, like the second coming had arrived. The park erupted. A few months on, his new style was being given its own name – the Ice Shack sound. There were many stories doing the rounds about how it got its tag. His favourite was that two ice crystal addicts were joyriding on their chosen drug and his music. One had said to the other that the music felt like she was high inside an ice house. As she started to yell, ‘Ice house, baby,’ her companion had pointed out that they couldn’t even afford to buy a house in London – just a shack maybe. So the name Ice Shack had been born.


He moved his face a quarter of an inch closer to Mel’s. He opened his mouth and yawned in her face. She sucked her teeth, jumped out of the bed, took the four minutes she needed to throw on her hipsters, tube top and four-inch cork wedge heels and then grooved her hips out of the room.


The alarm radio buzzed on: 11.45 a.m. The radio came on. Karen Carpenter’s fragile, compelling voice tightened across the bedroom as she sang about ‘Rainy Days And Mondays’. His nostrils flared as he breathed in her voice. A voice that he admired. He loved what other people said they hated about it – the sugar, the lullaby quality, the simple purity. He used to be upfront about his love of her voice, but not any more. Window insisted his fan base just wouldn’t roll with it. Uncool. He reached over and banged the radio off.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
   
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
KILLER TUNE

Dreda Say Mitchell





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





