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The CHERUB series:


Start reading with The Recruit


 


The Henderson’s Boys series:


Start reading with The Escape




1. Peanut Buttocks


Noah U da bestest! I vote twenty times 4 Frosty Vader afta every Rock War episodd. You in tha BEST band EVA. The others r all Willy heads LOLS and I hope Summer nevva comes bak!


YouTube post by FrostyFan609


 


‘It’s a little ghostly round here these days,’ Noah observed.


The fourteen-year-old rolled over black and white checkerboard tiles. Oak doors on one side of the balcony. The other had carved wooden rods, overhanging the grand ballroom at the heart of Rock War Manor. There was a GoPro camera mounted on the side of Noah’s wheelchair, recording footage for the sixty-three thousand followers of his vlog. His T-shirt had been sent in by a fan and read Token Disabled Kid in giant red letters.


‘All these bedrooms had contestants back in the summer hols,’ Noah told the camera, as he slowed down, nudged a door and turned the little camera to look into a room.


There were bare IKEA mattresses. A squashed shampoo bottle and tatty neon pool shoes had been abandoned beneath a tubular metal bed frame.


‘Teresa and Jess from Dead Cat Bounce slept in here,’ Noah said, as his mind flashed with an image of Jess by the pool with lilac-painted toenails. ‘Voted off Rock War in week two. And I guess this whole house will be empty in five weeks’ time. Until season two … Rock War is pulling in the viewers, so season two is a safe bet.’


Noah took a right through a pair of swing doors, catching dust wafting from the manor’s decrepit warm-air heating system. Something came off his tyre tread on to his hand. Oily, light brown. He sniffed his palm.


‘One of the joys of being in a wheelchair,’ Noah told the camera, as he foraged for a tissue with his clean hand. ‘Peanut butter is far from the worst thing you can roll through.’


After wiping off, a swing left took Noah into one of three rooms that had been converted into classrooms. Traditional, graffitied wooden desks had been purchased by Rock War’s set-design team from some long-defunct boarding school, but the teacher’s workspace, storage cabinets and display board were clinically modern.


‘Ah-ha,’ the bearded Mr Fogel said, as he rose from the back of the empty classroom, behind a pile of exercise books. ‘The hotly anticipated essay, I presume.’


Fogel wore drainpipe Levi’s, thin tie and tan Dr Martens, like he’d done every day for the past thirty years. Noah slid three lined sheets out of a pouch clipped to the arm of his chair.


‘Eight hundred words on Political Change in pre-1917 Russia,’ he said joylessly.


Fogel snatched the essay, then slammed it in his desk drawer like it had cooties. ‘I suppose you’re free to go and play with your little friends then,’ he said.


Noah seethed as he saw that Fogel’s pile of marking was topped by a half-finished crossword. Back home in Northern Ireland, Noah was a top student. But Venus TV – the company behind Rock War – had an eye on profit and kept the education budget to a minimum. Fogel and the other four teachers were fairly useless, and Noah realised that lessons at the manor were mostly about meeting laws on compulsory schooling, rather than teaching stuff that would actually be useful when he got back to his real school.


Getting to the ground floor meant backtracking past the ballroom to ride the only stair lift, then he wheeled outside and down the ramp at the manor’s main door. The main gate lay four hundred metres down a gravel path. But since there had been no recent scandals, journalists smoking outside the press tent were outnumbered by burly guards, dressed in rain-pelted bomber jackets.


Light drizzle crisped the November air, which Noah preferred to the fuzzy heat inside the manor. His hands were covered in gravel by the time he’d wheeled around to a former stable block that had been converted into rehearsal rooms for each of the twelve bands who’d been through the Rock War summer boot camp, plus two larger studios for music lessons.


‘Sadie?’ Noah asked, searching for his band mate and bestie as he rolled into his band, Frosty Vader’s, room.


But the light was out. The four members of Brontobyte were trying to play The Who’s ‘My Generation’ next door, and since Noah didn’t want to interrupt them, he chased down the chatter he could hear coming out of studio one.


It was crowded inside. Brothers Jay and Adam from Jet sprawled on beanbags, their permanently-hooded drummer Babatunde sat behind a kit, while the four members of Half Term Haircut sprawled out across the room. Up back, Dylan from Pandas of Doom sat in a cigarette haze, while Michelle from Industrial Scale Slaughter sat with her back resting against his piano stool.


‘Anyone seen Sadie?’ Noah asked. ‘Or my other band mates?’


‘Is that GoPro running?’ a lad from Half Term Haircut, who held a half-drunk beer, asked anxiously. ‘My ’rents will blow up if they see us boozing.’


Noah’s eyes stung from smoke as he looked around, seeing a dozen empty beer bottles on the floor as Dylan frantically stubbed out a hand-rolled cigarette and Michelle shouted, ‘Noah’s a narc!’


‘Camera’s off,’ Noah blurted, not actually sure whether it was or wasn’t. ‘I’m cool!’


Then there was a whole lot of drunk giggling.


‘Is that a spliff you’re smoking?’ Noah asked.


‘This is a no smoking area,’ Dylan grinned. ‘Any smoke you see is caused by a short circuit in my Hammond organ.’


‘Sure,’ Noah said, smiling awkwardly.


There was more guilty laughter as Noah raised his hands and started turning his chair around to exit. ‘I’m sorry I interrupted,’ he said stiffly. ‘If you see Sadie—’


‘Stick around,’ Jay interrupted. ‘We know you’re not a narc, Noah. Michelle’s just being psycho, as normal.’


Babatunde reached into a cooler hidden under a beanbag chair and pulled a green bottle. ‘Stay and have a beer with us.’


The muscular drummer’s words slurred like he’d drunk a couple already. Noah was only looking for Sadie out of habit, so he shut the door and rolled up to grab the just-opened beer.


‘Cheers, everyone,’ Noah said, not loving the taste as he sucked foam creeping from the bottle’s neck.


Noah wheeled over towards the three members of Jet. He got on OK with them, while he’d always found Half Term Haircut a touch snobby.


‘You finish that essay?’ Jay’s older brother, Adam, asked.


‘Forced me to,’ Noah said weakly. ‘Mr Fogel’s an ass.’


‘I heard he got sacked from two schools,’ Babatunde said. ‘Can’t control a class, then gets all macho and comes down on kids he thinks won’t fight back.’


‘Fogel properly sucks,’ Noah agreed, as he did a little beer belch. ‘All the catching up I’ll have to do when I get back to school …’


‘Not going back to school,’ Adam said, smirking. ‘This time next year, I’ll be playing stadiums and licking beer off swimwear models.’


‘Drink to that,’ Babatunde said, raising his beer.


The guys from Half Term Haircut raised their drinks too. ‘You think you’ll win?’ their lead singer, Owen, shouted.


‘We sure as hell can’t all win,’ Noah said. Which made everyone go quiet.


‘All hail Lord Buzzkill,’ Michelle said, as she gave Noah evil eyes.


‘Noah’s not wrong though,’ Jay said, sensing his friend’s discomfort.


‘Did that whole bag of plums get eaten?’ Michelle asked drunkenly. ‘They were the best plums.’


‘Actually, Noah, you have a good ear,’ Dylan noted.


‘Plums, plums, plums!’ Michelle shouted, as she stood up and stomped around. But she was drunk and tilted into the wall, almost knocking the Hammond organ off its stand.


‘We’ve been working on our original compositions for Saturday’s show,’ Dylan explained. ‘Jay came up with this riff for a song he’s working on. But Half Term Haircut kinda tweaked it and they both claim their version is best.’


Noah liked that his opinion mattered. ‘I’m all ears.’


Jay grabbed an acoustic guitar and started playing the intro to a song. It had a good beat and Jay spoke as he played. ‘So here’s where Theo cuts in with the lyric. Cut me slowly cos you’re cruel. Knife to my heart, something, something, something.’


‘Where is Theo?’ Noah asked, as he realised Jet were a man down.


‘Magazine interview in London,’ Jay explained. ‘He’s not big on rehearsals.’


As Jay stopped playing, the guitarist from Half Term Haircut cut in with a similar riff, only faster. And Owen sang the lyric. ‘Life gone in a puff. Yesterday I had love. Today I’m just a shaaaaa-dow …’


When the guitar stopped, Noah held every eye in the room. He took a slow mouthful of beer while deciding what to say.


‘Half Term Haircut have the better lyric, obviously,’ he began.


Jay sounded irritated. ‘I’m not asking about the lyric.’


Noah twisted in his chair. He honestly preferred the faster version played by Half Term Haircut. But Half Term Haircut were the clean-cut, good-looking sort who’d always say the right thing to your face, while bitching behind your back. Whereas Jet were rough around the edges, but genuinely nice guys.


‘I guess I prefer Jay’s original,’ Noah lied. ‘But they’re both good. Now I guess the question is, who gets to use the riff?’


‘Well it’s mine, obviously,’ Jay said. ‘Theirs is just an adaptation.’


Dylan shook his head. ‘Jay, you can’t float something like that in a songwriting session and then claim dibs. We’re bouncing ideas. Half Term Haircut’s version is different. It’s not like they stole a finished song.’


Jay wasn’t pleased, but dismissed this with his hand. ‘I’ve got heaps of other ideas I can use.’


Adam put a hand in front of his brother’s mouth. ‘Keep ’em to yourself this time, dumbass.’


‘Noah’s right, both variants work,’ Dylan said. ‘Once you’ve polished them up, I’d be happy to work on the arrangements and record them with you.’


The four Haircuts and three members of Jet all nodded. Noah gave Dylan a confused look. ‘Why are you helping these guys with their songs? What about your own band?’


Dylan shrugged. ‘Eve and Max are writing the Pandas’ song. She’s barely speaking to me since we broke up and her brother never liked me to start with. Got sick of fighting every inch, so now I just rock up and play what I’m told.’


Jay laughed. ‘But you’re full of ideas, Dylan! I’d much rather you recorded our songs than the alleged professionals up at the manor.’


‘Appreciated, bro,’ Dylan said. ‘I’d sooner be producing in a studio with a comfy chair and a nice fat joint than out on stage getting all sweaty.’


‘Good job too,’ Babatunde said, grinning. ‘You ain’t got the looks to be a pop star.’


Dylan scoffed, ‘Says the boy in the permanent hoodie and ten-dollar shades.’


Babatunde gave Dylan a friendly finger, as Adam stood up, scratching his belly.


‘Screw all of yous,’ Adam said, as he rose from his beanbag and headed for the exit. ‘Arse is numb, bladder’s full, and my belly says dinner-time.’


Jay stood up too, holding his back like he was old. ‘I’d better shift too. Publicity wants me to get my hair trimmed before tonight’s premiere.’




2. Reality Bites


TV Hits magazine, November 18th issue


 


MONTHLY HIGHLIGHT


Rock War: Battle Zone – Saturdays, 8 p.m., Channel Six


 


While the revival of Karen Trim’s Hit Machine has struggled to rekindle the audiences that once made it Channel Six’s biggest show, teen upstart Rock War has risen phoenix-like to become the most watched reality show on British telly.


The warts-and-all approach puts the show in stark contrast to glitzier reality rivals, while strong online presence and contestant vlogs have made it a smash hit amongst tweens and teens.


The contestants’ outrageous behaviour led to the withdrawal of show sponsor Rage Cola and almost to the show’s financial collapse. But Rock War now has new backers and a huge fan base, reflected in the fact that the Rock War format has already sold to seven overseas territories, including Spain, France and Japan.


The next few weeks of Battle Zone will be crunch time for the teenage contestants. By the time you read this article, Rock War’s original twelve bands will be whittled down to six. Upcoming shows will see three more bands getting the boot, leaving a final trio to battle it out in the season’s finale, which has now been moved from its original mid-December slot to be shown live on Christmas Eve.


Bookmakers now rate heartthrob rockers Half Term Haircut and Theo Richardson’s outrageously behaved Jet as joint favourites to win the competition. But hard-core rockers Industrial Scale Slaughter remain in the competition, minus their talented lead singer, Summer Smith.


Summer remains in hospital, recovering from a broken arm and serious internal injuries sustained in a motorbike collision that aired live on the BBC News channel.


While Rock War’s producers remain tight-lipped, rumours persist that Summer could return for the final rounds. Always assuming that her band doesn’t get voted off first.


 


London’s Leicester Square was roped off. Forty-metre banners hung down from the giant Empire cinema, showing a flash Audi careering up a ramp, plugging the European premiere of Chequered Flag IV – Ultimate Heist. Supercars had been parked in the square’s centre, and there were flashes and squeals as DeAngelo Hunt stepped out of the cinema, waving a hand decked with huge gold rings.


Cast in hit US sitcom Minefield as a chubby eleven-year-old, DeAngelo had packed on muscle after the show ended, reinventing himself as the action hero in the billion-dollar-grossing Chequered Flag movies and spin-off video games. Still only twenty-four, a Hollywood producer couldn’t even think of having him in their movie without cutting a cheque for twenty-five million.


DeAngelo worked the crowd the way he’d been doing his whole life. High fives, autographs and near hysteria when he pulled his trademark move: removing a gold ring and throwing it into the crowd.


‘You’re beautiful,’ he told them. ‘You my people!’


But he was barely halfway down the red carpet when a bigger cheer upstaged him. A girl started rattling her autograph pad and yelled, ‘Theo,’ right in DeAngelo’s ear.


‘Whoa!’ DeAngelo said, cupping his ear. ‘You got lungs, girl!’


‘Theo,’ she repeated, rattling the notebook.


DeAngelo looked back towards the cinema, seeing four teenagers getting engulfed in screams and shielding their eyes from camera flashes. He stepped back into the centre of the red carpet and caught the ear of a leggy publicist.


‘Who’s all that?’


‘They’re from Rock War.’


‘Am I supposed to know what that is?’


The publicist smiled. ‘It’s a reality show that’s been a huge hit with your key teen demographic.’


‘So, I should go say hi?’ DeAngelo asked.


‘They’ll run that picture for sure,’ the publicist said brightly. ‘The tall good-looking one is Theo. Adam’s the blond one, Jay’s the skinny one and the black dude is Babatunde.’


‘The white boys all alike,’ DeAngelo noted.


‘They’re brothers.’


Jay was blinded by the flashes and shielded his eyes, even though media training taught him never to do that, unless he wanted to see a hundred pictures of himself looking gormless. Theo and Adam had dived off to kiss girls and sign autographs, so Jay found himself alone on the red carpet as a dozen gold rings reached out to shake.


‘They tell me your show is hot stuff,’ DeAngelo said.


Jay had seen Chequered Flag III at the Wood Green Cineworld with his mate Salman. He’d spent summer mornings watching Channel Four reruns of Minefield with his cousin Erin. Now I’m on a red carpet with a movie star, a thousand screaming girls and two hundred people taking my photograph. DeAngelo has a really strong handshake and those rings dig right in.


‘Hey,’ Jay said, hiding the pain in his hand as a TV journalist stuck a microphone in his face. ‘How d’you like DeAngelo’s new movie?’


‘Great,’ Jay said, as if he’d say anything else with DeAngelo’s bulk looming. ‘Maybe the best Chequered Flag yet. Roll on number five!’


‘That’s what I like to hear,’ DeAngelo beamed, as he gave Jay an almighty slap on the back. ‘We’re so proud of this movie, know what I’m sayin’? Lotta movie franchises go stale, but Chequered Flag is still at the top of its game.’


While Jay was the creative heart of his band, Theo was the bad-boy lead singer who was getting his name chanted by the crowd. The media wanted Theo and DeAngelo in the same shot.


‘Good to meet you, dude,’ Theo said, high-fiving DeAngelo and making Jay envy his brother’s cocky confidence.


‘I’ve never seen this Rock War show,’ DeAngelo told the camera, as a hundred flashes popped. ‘Judging by this crowd, I’d better catch a few episodes before I head back stateside.’


Theo looked good in wingtips and a tailored suit, but his skinhead and neck tattoo still gave off menace.


‘So, Theo, was this your first movie premiere?’ the journalist asked.


‘Old hand,’ Theo said. ‘Went to one a few weeks back.’


‘How was the new Chequered Flag?’ the TV journalist asked, as DeAngelo smiled expectantly.


‘Dick fungus,’ Theo said. ‘Cheesiest thing I’ve seen in a long time. Girl in that orange bikini was the only thing worth watching.’


Anger ripped across DeAngelo’s face.


‘Got no respect,’ DeAngelo snarled, wagging a finger. ‘People got a right to their opinion, but you just a rude little boy.’


Theo flipped DeAngelo off, then craned his neck and licked the TV camera lens.


Every camera flashed as someone in the crowd shouted, ‘Mess him up, Theo.’


The journalist faked horror for the camera, but was actually delighted to have something other than bland statements about how great the movie was. Theo would have happily tussled on the red carpet, but DeAngelo was a pro and cracked a smile as he eyed another TV reporter.


‘Where you been lately, sugar?’ DeAngelo purred, giving the reporter a kiss. ‘That dress is beautiful.’


Adam shook his head at Jay as he followed Theo towards their waiting limo. ‘I won’t be holding my breath for another premiere invitation.’




3. Ward Round


Summer spent all day waiting for her consultant. The doctor arrived after eight p.m. Her scrubs were printed with Lego mini figures, reminding Summer that she was still in a kids’ ward and still, legally, a child.


‘Feeling good?’ the consultant asked, faking cheer through glazed eyes.


Summer set a half-read copy of Malala Yousafzai’s autobiography on her hospital bed. ‘Bored,’ she sighed. The consultant had left the door open and a kid on a Micro Scooter rattled down the hallway outside.


‘Sorry I kept you waiting so long,’ the consultant said. ‘I try and deal with the little ones before they get too tired. The good news is that the most recent scan shows your bones healing nicely, though you’ll still need the cast on your wrist for another couple of weeks. The lab results are back, and the latest swab from the infection you picked up after the operation on your leg is all clear.’


Summer smiled anxiously. ‘What about the fluid?’


The consultant smiled back as she sat on the edge of Summer’s bed. ‘That’s the really good news. When you hit your head on that kerb, you bruised your brain, making it bleed and swell. That’s what caused the headaches and blackouts, and made me reluctant to let you leave hospital. But it’s been a while now, hasn’t it?’


Summer nodded. ‘Two weeks since I had a blackout. I had a bad headache a week ago, maybe. But even that wasn’t as bad as they used to be.’


The consultant peeled two coloured printouts from a stack of Summer’s notes. ‘What you’re telling me is consistent with your latest MRI scan. Your brain floats inside your skull. This first MRI picture was taken at the beginning of October when you were suffering daily blackouts. You see the big gap between your skull and the edge of your brain?’


Summer nodded.


‘At that time, excess fluid was literally squashing your whole brain, and the surgeon had to drill through your skull to release some of it. Now, the spacing between skull and brain looks normal, which fits in with the fact that you’re not getting blackouts and serious headaches.’


Summer leaned forward. ‘You said I could go home if the MRI looked good.’


The consultant smiled. ‘You’re well on the path to a full recovery. I’ll still want to see you in two weeks, and for three-monthly check-ups after that. No contact sports, especially soccer or anything else where you head the ball or get hit. And obviously, if you start getting headaches or blackouts again I need to know immediately. But I’ve already told the social care team that they can start making arrangements to send you home.’


‘Awesome,’ Summer said.


She smiled as the consultant backed out, but the thought of social workers had killed the good vibes. Summer had always lived with, and looked after, her nan, who suffered with severe asthma. Her nan was currently staying in a nursing home, and Summer had already been visited by a social worker, who’d suggested that she needed to live with a foster family, and would possibly be allowed to return to living with her nan after an assessment when she was fully recovered.


But Summer had spent her whole life battling teachers, social workers, sniffy school secretaries, NHS helplines and doctors’ receptionists who all thought they knew best. She stared at the Malala book in her lap, and decided that she wasn’t giving up without a fight.


 


The post-premiere party was in full flow at Thrust nightclub. DJ Zane Bobcat at the turntables, Premier League players ignoring the free bar to buy jeroboams of champagne, B-list celebrities on the dance floor and a chromed Audi R8 dangling like a giant disco ball.


Theo was drunk and dripping sweat from a dance floor encounter with a beautiful Laura, who said she worked for an F1 team. He urinated next to the Welsh rugby captain in the club’s uber-swanky bathroom and got irritated by a bathroom attendant offering aftershave and hot towels when he just wanted to stand by the mirror and catch his breath.


He was heading back into the melee, hoping to pick Laura’s stunning yellow dress out of the crowd and hopefully get her back to his hotel room. But a skinny guy stood in the doorway of a little office. Greased back hair, Ray-Bans and stupidly pointy shoes.


‘Mr Thomas, can I have two minutes?’


‘I’m looking for someone,’ Theo said, catching a glimpse of the crammed dance floor and realising he’d struggle.


‘Just step into the room. I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse.’


Theo gave his I-might-just-hit-you-if-you’re-bullshitting frown and raised two fingers. ‘Two minutes. It better be good.’


He followed the guy and was alarmed to realise that his office was actually the disabled toilet. An open briefcase lay on the toilet lid, with two rows of watches sparkling amidst red velour.


‘Like what you see?’ the guy asked, as he closed the door. ‘Take your pick, any watch you like. You heard of Louis Vacchero?’


‘Vaguely,’ Theo said, thinking of a billboard. ‘The underwear, modelled by that French footballer.’


‘You got it, pal,’ skinny guy beamed. ‘The Louis Vacchero underwear range is one of the most successful of our fashion ranges with annual sales over one hundred million dollars. Now Mr Vacchero is branching out into fabulous watches. The designs are inspired by Louis’s work, and manufactured by one of Switzerland’s oldest watchmakers. They’ve just hit London jewellers, retailing for between three and seven thousand pounds.’


The guy picked a chunky black and silver watch out of the case. ‘How about this beauty? This one is titanium, with eight diamonds in the face. Retail six and a half thousand. I think it would look great, and if you’re happy to wear it around town, maybe roll your sleeves up a little, it’s yours.’


‘Six grand, just to be seen wearing your watch?’ Theo said, disbelievingly.


‘This is luxury business, Theo,’ the guy explained. ‘The watch probably costs a hundred pounds to make. If one guy sees it on your wrist and likes it, we’ll make our money back fiftyfold.’


Theo slid the watch over his hand, but his wrist was too chunky for the clasp to lock.


‘Don’t worry about that, just a few seconds to adjust,’ the guy said, as he grabbed the watch and fiddled with the strap.


Theo stepped anxiously towards the door. ‘My girl’s gonna think I’ve ditched her.’


‘Wait,’ the guy said, as he grabbed a bag of white powder from inside his suit. ‘You give your girl a sniff of this and you’ll have to fight her off.’


‘Cocaine?’ Theo said, eyeing the bag suspiciously.


‘Best quality,’ the guy said. ‘In one minute I’ll make good with this strap, give you the baggie as a little present. Do we have a deal-a-roo?’


Theo worked out and did boxing, so drugs weren’t his thing. But he’d grown up sneaking fivers out of his mum’s purse and shaking down kids for change. He guessed he could sell the cocaine for five hundred, wear the watch a couple of times and hopefully sell that for even more.


‘Just get moving with that strap,’ Theo said.


‘All right, beautiful,’ the guy said, as he put down a little set of pliers and handed back the watch. ‘Here, try again.’


It was slightly tight, but Theo said it was fine because he wanted to get back out on the floor. They’d pumped up the dry ice and the drop was ‘Freaks’ by Timmy Trumpet. Laura had found her way towards the exit of the gents and was a vision, with her yellow dress bathed in swirls of dry ice.


‘Where you been all my life, beautiful?’ Theo said cheesily, as he kissed her neck and grabbed her ass. ‘It’s so cool that you came to find me.’




4. Midnight Run


Summer’s hospital room was stuffed. She’d been sent make-up, clothes, more cards than she could count, and the younger kids loved visiting her room because she always had chocolates to give away. But she had to pack light.


Summer grabbed the wheeled suitcase that her band mates Lucy and Michelle’s dad had used to bring clothes and toiletries when she’d first regained consciousness. She packed jeans, trainers, underwear, phone charger, the Malala book, an envelope containing items of jewellery, and a couple of handmade cards from fans that had made her all emotional when she’d first opened them.


A November chill erupted as she opened the window at the back of her room, just about squeezed the case through the gap and watched it crash into shrubs, two storeys below. It was noisier than she’d expected and she hoped nobody had heard as she slid socked feet into furry slippers and put a winter coat over her pyjamas.


She was anxious, but to avoid suspicion she moved at hospital speed: the speed you go when you’ve got nothing to do but shuffle down to the vending machines before another night stuck in your room. A kid was screaming hysterically in one room, held down by Daddy as a nurse tried to get a blood sample.


Summer knew the PIN for the door at the end of the hallway, then took another door into a little outdoor play deck. She’d hoped it would be empty, but two mums sat on a metal bench, smoking.


‘How’d Elliot’s op go?’ Summer asked.


‘Not bad,’ the chunkier of the two mums answered. ‘Puked up his dinner, but the nurse gave him a sedative and he’s finally gone to sleep.’


‘Where you off to at this time of night?’ the other mum asked.


‘No Doritos in the vending machine,’ Summer explained, as she pointed backwards with a thumb. ‘Gonna check the machine by the cancer ward. It’s always stocked cos none of the poor sods can eat.’


‘You’re looking a lot better, pet,’ the chunky one said, as smoke billowed out of her nostrils.


‘Back on that Rock War before you know it,’ the other one added.


‘I highly doubt that,’ Summer said, trying to sound cheerful as she pushed another door at the far side of the play area. But she was almost tearful, thinking about kind nurses and a couple of cute patients who deserved a proper goodbye.


Just shy of the cancer ward, Summer took a left into the deserted corridor where the oncologists had their offices, then down four flights and out of a door. After anxious seconds, she worked out that it had been bolted for the night and she went on tiptoes to take it off.


She hoped there wasn’t a silent alarm as the outdoor air hit again. She doubled back, only this time she was outside of the building. She had to shake branches to get her case down the last metre, then she opened it up, removed a few items and started to change.


She pulled jeans and hoodie over her pyjamas, swapped slippers for Nikes, then put her coat back on. She pulled her phone from her pocket, and dialled the number she’d seen on taxis driving through the car park.


‘Not at the hospital reception,’ she told the controller, as she crossed the car park with her case wheels rattling. ‘Across the street, by the bus stop outside the Esso station.’


She was relieved when the taxi arrived, but alarmed at how fast the meter burned her money. She had fifty-five pounds, and the meter was on forty-eight by the time it pulled up at the base of a familiar Dudley tower block.


It was a dodgy area and Summer walked fast, keeping her face low, hoping not to be recognised by the lads hanging out by the entrance to the underground car parks. She hadn’t walked further than the cancer ward in three months and wasn’t used to cold. Her right leg, which now had several metal pins and a twenty-centimetre operation scar, felt like it had completely seized up.


The lift rattled, the light flickered and she tried to ignore a wall decorated with vomit. But at least the damned thing was working for once.


Her heart raced as she neared home. The flat had been unoccupied for almost four months and she feared broken glass and ransacking. But nothing seemed dramatically wrong from the outside. Just pizza leaflets sticking out of the letterbox and a new multicoloured masterpiece from graffiti artist Bezzo8 on the brickwork next to the kitchen window.


The door needed an almighty shove as mail got trapped beneath, and she wheeled her case inside, over the mound. Amidst the flyers were quite a few get well cards, handwritten notes from a journalist who would love to get in touch for an interview and some ketchup-smeared chips from some joker who’d decided to post the remains of his takeaway.


The familiar smell cheered her up, though a vague whiff of drains had built up. The rooms felt strangely small and Summer was reminded of how little they had. Her nan’s chair, and her oxygen stand. The old TV and VHS player. Unmatched plates and the tatty Woolworths mugs they’d had her whole life.


Summer had tidied everywhere before going off to Rock War boot camp, so the place didn’t look too bad. The electric was on and, after a few splutters of limescale, water ran from the kitchen tap.


In the morning she’d open the windows to air the place out, tip disinfectant down the loo and sinks, give everywhere a good dusting and then call up her nan and tell her that she could come home.


Summer had enough experience dealing with social services to know that they were overworked and understaffed. By taking the initiative and leaving hospital early, Summer hoped she’d have the flat in good order and her nan back living with her before social services knew what was happening.


Once that had happened, and they came and saw that she could cope, they’d find it much harder to justify putting her nan back in a home and placing Summer with a foster family.


After switching the timer so that the heating would come on at seven, Summer huddled under sheets of a wonderfully familiar bed. Her smartphone had been gifted by a Chinese mobile maker, and it seemed ludicrously futuristic as she reached under her desk to unplug a tatty bedside lamp and replace it with her phone charger.


She liked her own duvet and pillows. Liked the smallness of her bed and the way her big toe touched the wardrobe door when she stretched out. But even though it was cosy, she couldn’t sleep. Her leg ached and the cast on her wrist made it a job to get comfortable.


She lay awake, worrying about how the taxi from the hospital had gobbled almost all of her money. She barely had enough left to buy food from the local shop.




5. Bad DJ


By one a.m., premiere guests were trickling out of Thrust nightclub. Jay managed to grab a vacated VIP booth, complete with half-drunk cocktails and stickiness on the circular leather bench. He felt out of place. There were no girls his age and he wouldn’t have been brave enough to speak to one if there were.


But Jay wasn’t alone for long. Babatunde had found a woman old enough to know better and started making out. Then Theo rocked up with Laura and sat on the other side of the bench with his tongue exploring her mouth and hands all over.


Enveloped by lust and jealous of his band mates’ sexual prowess, Jay briefly entertained a fantasy of being with Summer, before having more practical thoughts of escaping under the table and heading back to his hotel room in nearby Covent Garden.


For the past hour, DeAngelo had done a guest DJ slot at the turntables, which had gone flat and greatly contributed to the number of people who’d left. As Zane Bobcat got back behind the decks to wild cheers and a resurgent dance floor, DeAngelo came off stage, bitter about the muted reception to his set. Jay was close enough to catch him snarling at some flunky, blaming his failings on the club’s sound system.


Jay sensed trouble as DeAngelo eyed Theo, who was too entangled with Laura to notice. Jay kept a wary eye out, as DeAngelo found a couple of powerfully built doormen and dropped money in their pockets.


‘Theo,’ Jay warned, batting his brother’s shoulder as DeAngelo led the doormen towards their table.


‘You diss my movie?’ DeAngelo growled, cracking his knuckles, though the music was too loud for anyone to hear. ‘You boys under age, and it’s way past your bedtime.’


Theo straightened up with a face smeared with lipstick. ‘Big man, DeAngelo,’ he sneered. ‘So bold with a two-man backup?’


DeAngelo looked at Laura. ‘This chump wants to be a star. How about smearing some of that lipstick on someone that already made it?’


DeAngelo was a big star. Despite the dark, noise, and flashing lights, clubbers had spotted the tension and were gathering to watch.


Theo slugged his beer. ‘Maybe she wants a real man’s body,’ he taunted. ‘I hear those plastic pecs don’t look so good close up.’


‘She’ll find out it’s all real, soon enough,’ DeAngelo grunted. ‘So how ’bout it, babe? Things dying off here, but I got the finest suite at the Savoy and my party’s gonna roll deep into the AM.’


Laura narrowed her eyes at DeAngelo and spoke perfect, posh-girl English. ‘My family owns two Formula One teams and an airline, so your status doesn’t impress me, Mr Hollywood. And I am absolutely not your babe.’


To make her point, Laura grabbed a half-drunk cocktail left by one of the table’s previous occupants and flung melted ice and soggy mint leaves in DeAngelo’s face. Smartphones recorded DeAngelo stumbling back in shock, then rearing up and looking at the doormen.


‘Get these children outta my party.’


Ten million people had been watching Rock War, but the two doormen worked Saturday nights and had no idea that Theo was a champion boxer. As one big lump made a grab, Theo shot forwards, spun out of reach and threw an almighty punch.


It was a one-shot deal. As DeAngelo’s nose and upper lip exploded into a bloody mess, the two huge doormen jumped on Theo and barged him to the ground. Once he was down, Theo took kicks and punches, and would have copped worse but for the smartphones recording every angle.


Two more doormen jogged on to the scene as the first pair yanked Theo to his feet and started dragging him towards an exit.


‘Get them out of my party,’ DeAngelo slurred, as he felt two wobbly front teeth with the tip of a bleeding tongue.


Laura had vanished and Adam hadn’t been seen for hours, but Jay, Babatunde and the soccer mom he’d pulled put up no resistance as they headed towards a side exit. The press hadn’t been allowed inside the club, but there were a dozen photographers waiting for the stars to leave and they charged down the side of the club as Theo got flung into an alleyway.


Theo was chuffed at landing a good shot on DeAngelo, but pissed at the bouncers who’d stomped him while he was down. He acted half unconscious while they dragged him out, but the instant the pair let go, Theo stumbled towards a freestanding metal post, which connected velvet rope around the club’s outdoor smoking area.


He grabbed the post, then swung, going for the back of the doorman’s head, but stumbling and catching his upper back. As one doorman sprawled, the photographers flashed and Theo jabbed the post backwards, hitting the second doorman in the guts with the pointy end before breaking into a drunken sprint.


The second pair of doormen didn’t react well, and furious expressions were enough to send Jay and Babatunde running, pursued by photographers and Babatunde’s woman, who’d stopped briefly to ditch needlepoint heels.


Unfortunately for Theo, Thrust was in the heart of London’s clubland. CCTV operators inside had called the cops at the first sign of trouble. As Theo rounded a corner at the rear of the club, he eyed a taxi with its hire light on and decided to climb in. Before he got there a cop car rolled up with lights flashing and the cabbie took fright and hit the gas as Theo lunged for the door.


Theo spun, but faced a dead-end. His choices were to try barging through the cops, or head back down the alley where the four angry doormen would be waiting for round two.


As Theo decided to try bundling past the cops, Jay and Babatunde emerged from the alleyway with the posse of photographers a few steps behind. Jay thought Theo was about to knock him flying and flinched as he closed in.


‘Hold on to this,’ Theo whispered, before turning back and running full pelt towards the cops.


Jay looked down, expecting a knife. But it was a clear bag filled with white powder. He froze for an instant, before pocketing it in a state of complete horror.


‘Stop running, stop running!’ a cop shouted, spreading himself wide to block Theo’s charge.


Theo was younger and faster than the cop, but he wasn’t faster than the Taser bolt wielded by his colleague. Jay winced as the metal barb hit his big brother and gave fifty thousand volts to his upper thigh. Caught mid-stride, Theo’s leg spasmed from the blast and he ploughed forwards, hitting pavement hard.


‘Pigs,’ Theo shouted, as the cops closed in, handcuffs at the ready and pepper spray poised just in case.


Jay knew he’d be in deep shit if the police searched him and found the bag of coke. And the bag had both his and Theo’s fingerprints on, so ditching wasn’t an option.


While the photographers fired off pictures and shot video of Theo’s zapping and arrest, Jay grabbed Babatunde’s arm.


‘I’m outta here.’


‘What about your brother?’


‘What can we do?’ Jay gasped, tasting sick in his mouth as he set off back along the alleyway. ‘I’m always cleaning up his shit.’


Babatunde found his woman and put an arm across her back. The doormen had retreated inside the club. Jay shuddered as he saw one of them in the open doorway, moaning while his neck was attended to by a first-aider.


The boys were worried there might be a stray photographer or a reaction from someone inside the club, but all the attention was on Theo’s arrest and Jay felt like he’d won a war when he broke into the area in front of Thrust and began the short walk towards their hotel with nobody in tow.
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