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To Mum and Dad, for raising me in a house full of music










Chapter 1


I stared into Gabriel’s eyes, heart pounding in my throat. Memories were rushing back to me in broken fragments – the smell of his skin, lines from his songs. My feet were rooted to the ground.


‘You know this toothpaste is on two-for-one, don’t you?’ said the check-out lady, waving for my attention. I tugged my gaze from Gabriel’s face on the magazine rack.


‘Sorry?’


She was pointing a tube of Colgate at me.


‘Two-for-one,’ she repeated.


‘Oh. Right.’


I moved a block of cheese on to the conveyor belt, fighting a blush. Meanwhile, the check-out lady clicked her fingers at a lank-haired boy stacking baskets at the end of the aisle. He looked up, like a startled bird.


‘Mav’ll get it for you.’


The boy nodded, then shuffled off towards the toiletries. The woman went back to scanning my shopping.


‘Sexy, isn’t he?’ she said. I watched the lank-haired boy scratching his bum as he wandered past the meat counter.


‘Who, Mav?’


She snorted, and dropped a box of tampons.


‘No, not Mav.’ She nodded at the magazine rack. ‘That Gabriel West.’


My eyes returned to the row of magazines. Ten Gabriels, standing side by side, gazing back at me from underneath the headline: ‘GABRIEL WEST TOPS OUR SPRING HOTTIES LIST!! GET IN LINE, GIRLS!!’


‘Um, yeah, I suppose.’ I unfolded one of my tote bags. ‘If you like that sort of thing.’


The check-out lady made a funny sound, a sort of ‘mmm’ mixed with a ‘yeeeah’, and stared off into the distance. Then she picked up a cucumber, and started waving it around.


‘Mind you, that other one, Olly Samson, he’s got a pretty face and all. He’s from round here, you know.’


My phone beeped loudly in my pocket. The woman nodded at my hip. ‘Who’s that, your boyfriend?’ she asked nosily. My mouth dropped open as I read the name on the screen.


‘It’s . . . Olly Samson.’


The woman froze, a bag of satsumas dangling from her hand. I realised I’d said the words out loud, and a quiet panic gathered inside me. I hadn’t been recognised as ‘that random groupie’ for months – the world had, thankfully, forgotten about me entirely – but even so, it was a stupid mistake to make.


She was staring at me, her forehead crinkled. Eventually, her features broke into a smile.


‘Aaah, that’s a good one, that is! “I got a text from Olly Samson”.’ She shook her head, and passed the satsumas through the scanner. ‘And I suppose you’ve got Gabriel West on speed-dial, right?’ 


Relieved, I began filling my bag with shopping.


‘Something like that, yeah.’


‘I’d take any one of them, myself,’ she said, with a musical sigh. ‘But let’s face it . . . popstars don’t exactly fall for people like us, do they?’


On the way out through the car park, shopping bags in one hand, phone in the other, I read Olly’s message.


Hey, Charlie!! It’s been a while. How are you? :) x


I tapped back a reply.


I’m good. Great to hear from you. How’s the tour? x


Exhausting, but SO much fun


I hadn’t heard from Olly since December. After that night at the Rochester, he had sent me a single Facebook message – If you ever need to talk, I’m here – but I hadn’t replied. I’m not sure he expected me to. And then the band went away on tour, and he didn’t make contact again. If I knew Olly, he’d simply been waiting patiently, while I drifted back to normal life.


Hearing from him again like this, out of the blue, was giving me an unexpected rush.


So where are you now? I replied.


Hotel in Tokyo. People keep bringing us sushi! You?


Been to the shops. We ran out of dishwasher salt. I waited a moment, then added: Sometimes I can’t take the glamour.


:) :) :)


I searched around for Dad’s car, and spotted it by the trolley rank. Another message hit my screen.


So . . . do you have any plans on Friday?


I picked up speed, typing as I walked. Why would he be asking that?


Don’t think so. Why?


Thirty seconds passed. I reached the car and dropped the bags into the boot. He still hadn’t replied.


Olly?


Sorry, Sian’s just arrived – I have to go. TV interview!!


I walked round to the passenger door, clicked it open and dropped inside. Dad was still on the phone to a client. 


So what’s happening on Friday? I wrote.


I’ll tell you later – but keep it free if you can. I promise it’ll be worth it :) x


By the time I’d shut the door behind me, Olly had already gone offline.










Chapter 2
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Behind The Band, Part One


‘Auditions’


The lights dim to a single spotlight, and the audience falls silent. A figure walks out on to the empty stage.


‘What’s your name?’ asks a hard, gravelly voice, off-camera. As the figure comes to a stop centre-stage, white light falls across his face. He’s around sixteen years old, handsome, but visibly nervous. He nudges a dark lock of hair from his eyes.


‘I’m Gabriel.’


Girls whoop in the crowd. Barry King, the owner of the gravelly voice, raises a hand to quiet them. He leans forward on his elbows.


‘And what are you singing for us today, Gabriel?’


Gabriel sniffs.


‘“Cat’s in the Cradle”.’


Scattered cheering clatters around the auditorium. Barry sticks out his bottom lip.


‘Unusual choice,’ he says flatly. Gabriel doesn’t reply. He just shifts on his feet, and swallows.


‘OK, then, Gabriel,’ says Barry, turning to the judge on his left. He whispers something in her ear, inhales deeply, and turns back to the stage.


‘Show us what you’ve got.’
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I wasn’t supposed to be watching this video. I wasn’t supposed to be watching anything.


I was supposed to be studying.


‘Charlie . . . ?’


My father’s voice drifted up from the hallway, and I heard the front door close behind him. Jabbing the space bar on my laptop, I paused Gabriel with his mouth open, just as he was about to sing the opening line to ‘Cat’s in the Cradle’, and slid off the bed. I could claim that I didn’t know what happened next in the video. That I didn’t know how good Gabriel’s voice sounded as he let loose that first line. That my spine didn’t tingle when the mouths of the judges fell open, one by one.


But that would be a lie.


‘Charlie?’


I crossed my bedroom, weaving between piles of textbooks, and nudged open the door.


‘Yep?’


‘Food’s up!’


‘Coming,’ I called back, walking out on to the landing as the smell of battered cod wafted up the stairs. Fish ’n’ Chips ’n’ Movies Night was a new ritual for me and Dad, part of our joint effort to spend more time together, and I liked it. Tonight it would have the added bonus of taking my mind off the fact that, in less than twenty-four hours, I’d be getting my mock exam results. 


If I’d screwed them up, my dad would never forgive me.


‘Tony was on top form at the chippy,’ Dad was saying, from the kitchen, when I reached the bottom of the stairs. I spotted my phone on the living room table and crossed the hallway to fetch it. ‘He reckons the Reading football team swear by his kebabs.’


‘He’s crazy,’ I replied, picking up my phone. There was a message on the lock screen. ‘He told Melissa that Katy Perry came in once and ordered twenty-five chicken nuggets, which is . . .’


I trailed off as I read the message.


A text? From Olly Samson?? WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS???


Melissa Morris: my best friend, neighbour and just a tiny bit of a drama queen. I perched on the arm of the sofa, and tapped back a reply.


I’m not really sure


I DEMAND ANSWERS


[image: ]¯ I guess we’ll find out on Friday


I craned my neck towards the doorway. In the kitchen, I could hear my dad clinking around in the cutlery drawer, and the fuzzy murmur of the radio. Glancing again at my phone, I blew out my cheeks. I’d been a bit careless, leaving it lying around. I really didn’t need my father reading my messages, especially not the ones about – or worse, from – a famous popstar.


Maaaaybeeee he’s finally realised U Are The One and he’s going to buy u a private island and a white elephant with a saddle on it and ur going to spend ur days riding around on the elephant eating mangoes and laughing.


I squinted at the message.


That sounds terrifying. Have you drunk too much hot chocolate?


A pause.


Possibly


Anyway, like I told you before, we’re just friends. End of story.


‘Charlie?’ Dad was calling me. ‘Can I have a hand bringing the dinner through?’


‘One sec . . .’


In front of me, on the coffee table, was a giant bowl of buttered popcorn, a bottle of Diet Coke and an unopened packet of marshmallows. The television was paused on the menu screen of Sleepless In Seattle, a movie which, in the last two months, had become one of our favourites. I think my dad identified with Tom Hanks’s character or something. I just liked the music.


Hmmm, came Melissa’s reply. Not sure it’s possible to be just ‘friends’ with Olly Samson. Just look at his face. HIS FACE. Oh, the humanity.


I laughed to myself, and Melissa’s speech bubble pulsated as she typed.


Still, at least he’s not being super-weird with you like SOMEONE I could mention


The ‘SOMEONE’ in Melissa’s message was Gabriel. And she was right: he was being super-weird. Back in December, after finding him in a hotel room with a movie star, I’d told him I never wanted to see him again. But I’d got it wrong. He and Tammie Austin weren’t together after all; the story had been whipped up by gossip sites. Problem was, we’d never got a chance to talk about it, to resolve it. And then he’d sent me the photograph. The photograph which proved that, somehow, we’d known each other when we were kids. 


His letter suggested we meet up, that he’d ‘meet me anywhere’, but it had never happened. Fire&Lights were crazy busy with the album launch and getting ready for their tour, and I was trying my best not to ruin the peace I’d made with Dad. And then, after the band left the country, on the rare occasion that I heard from Gabriel, the photograph was all he talked about. I wanted to talk about it, of course I did – not knowing what it meant was driving me crazy – but weeks and weeks later, I still had no idea where we stood with each other. All I knew was that Gabriel didn’t want to discuss anything but his dad’s band, Little Boy Blue, and the fact that my mother had been among their biggest fans. If I tried to steer the conversation towards us, he would shut it down. He would suddenly realise he had a soundcheck to get to, or a plane to catch, and he would disappear, go offline, usually for days at a time.


As the months passed, my memories of us bleached out and lost their colour. It was as if whatever we’d been to each other had faded away overnight, like the December snow. 


‘Kiddo, it’ll go cold.’


I looked up and found Dad standing in the doorway, a dishcloth draped over his arm. He tilted his head. ‘You all right?’ 


I covered my phone with my sleeve.


‘Yes, yep.’ I shook it off. ‘Can’t get standard deviation out of my head, that’s all. Let’s eat.’


As I followed Dad into the kitchen, listening to his quiet humming, I tried to force Gabriel from my mind. If he was completely over it, then I would just have to be over it too. Everyone had moved on, and that was probably a good thing. It was healthy.


Besides, Gabriel or no Gabriel, I had an ordinary life to lead.










Chapter 3


‘Ohmyholygosh. I just heard the craziest gossip OF ALL TIME.’


Melissa was trailing her fingers through a hedge on the way to school, plucking out leaves and the occasional twig. Early morning traffic grumbled by on the road.


‘Go on, then,’ I said. ‘Hit me with it.’


She slowed her walk and turned towards me. Her face was deadly serious.


‘Pop Gossip . . . have just run a story . . . about Aiden . . . and Kaitlyn Jones.’


I pulled my mum’s beanie hat down over my ears. It was still just about cold enough to wear it, but it wouldn’t be for much longer.


‘What about them?’ I said.


‘That they’re dating.’


I made a doubtful expression. Aiden Roberts, the sweet, soft-spoken Irish boy out of Fire&Lights – the quiet one, and Melissa’s favourite – dating Kaitlyn Jones, the limelight-hogging American pop starlet? Yuki used to joke sometimes about Aiden fancying her, but . . . the two of them together? It seemed unlikely.


‘Well?’


Melissa was waiting for me to respond.


‘Well . . . what?’


‘Charlie, this is serious. We’re talking about Aiden here. MY AIDEN. If he really is taken, I basically may as well move to the mountains and live as a nun for the rest of my tiny, tragic life.’


I linked my arm through hers and tugged her onwards, towards school.


‘He’ll come back to you one day, Mel.’


‘I told you I should’ve let him touch my boob at that after-party,’ she murmured, kicking a stone along the path. ‘And to find out today of all days . . .’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked innocently. Melissa stopped again, and grabbed both my shoulders.


‘You do know what happens today, don’t you?’


I wrinkled my nose.


‘Erm . . . if I’ve failed my mock exams, which I probably have, my dad skins me alive and posts me to China?’


‘Well, that, obviously,’ Melissa agreed, ‘but more importantly, Fire&Lights finish their winter tour. They’ll be back in Britain by lunchtime! Boy, has this been a long ten weeks . . .’


Passing through the school gates, we briefly separated as we fought our way to the front entrance, dodging through the bustling crowds. All around, students were shuffling along in groups, chatting over each other and jabbing at their phones. Teachers strode across the tarmac, rifling through papers.


‘Hey, Charlie. Have you seen this?’


We found each other again by the school noticeboard. Melissa was pointing at an A4 poster, tacked between the sports announcements and PTA notices, and bearing a familiar photograph. The photograph was familiar because I had taken it myself, the summer before, at a hot, humid gig in the school hall, and it featured sixth former Jody Baxter, lead singer of Caversham High rock band Diamond Storm. The poster read: ‘DIAMOND STORM, LIVE AT CAVERSHAM HIGH, THURS 20TH MARCH, 7.30 p.m. £2 entry.’


‘Shall we go?’ mused Melissa, tugging at one of her plaits.


‘I don’t know,’ I replied, unconvinced. ‘I’m not really into them.’


Melissa pushed air out through her lips.


‘Me neither, but what else are we gonna do on a random Thursday night?’


‘Well,’ I said, with a sniff, ‘if it’s anything like last Thursday, we’ll be lying upside-down on your bed, naming the ants in your ant farm.’


Melissa beamed at me.


‘Oh my gosh, you are so right. Marmaduke’s had an excellent week . . .’


My gaze veered away from the Diamond Storm poster and landed on the stark-looking announcement pinned next to it.


Year 11 – please report to tutor groups immediately after lunch to receive your mock exam results.


I fought off a shudder.


‘Ugh. How depressing is that?’


‘Armageddon is upon us, people,’ said Melissa, hitching her rucksack up her back. ‘Let the battle commence.’


I checked the time on my phone, and felt my stomach crinkle like shrink wrap. Four and a half hours to go.


The worst thing about it was the waiting.


Slowly, laboriously, one-fifteen crawled around. We all filed into the classroom, barely talking, the rubber squeaks of our shoes reverberating around the empty corridor. Normally Mr Crouch had to work quite hard to keep us quiet during tutorial sessions, but this afternoon, we were muted.


Everyone knew what was coming.


‘Seats, everyone, please. Lots to get on with today.’


I slid into my chair, a hollow feeling in my stomach. Mr Crouch perched on the edge of his desk, waiting, until the scraping of chair legs and unzipping of bags eventually subsided.


He leaned forward.


‘No doubt you’re all keen to see your results, and sure enough, I have them right here.’ He opened a drawer, pulled out a wad of paper and dropped it on the desk with a thud. ‘But my first question to you all is: how do you think you did?’


There was a cascade of sniggers from the back of the classroom. A few of my classmates exchanged looks. I kept my head down.


‘Bossed it, sir.’


That sounded like Jamie Wheeler.


‘Pardon?’ replied Mr Crouch, nudging his glasses up his nose.


‘I reckon I bossed it.’


‘Well, I’m not entirely sure what that means, Jamie, but from the smirk on your face I assume you’re labouring under the assumption that you’ve done well.’ More sniggers from the back. ‘You have not.’


My phone vibrated in my pocket. That was almost certainly Melissa, keen to find out how I’d done. She was headed for straight As, but then she’d been headed for straight As since she was about three years old.


‘On the whole, Year Eleven, you’ve let yourselves down,’ said Mr Crouch, picking up the papers and straightening them out with a quick tap against the table. ‘Which is disappointing, because despite appearances I happen to think you’re a rather smart lot . . .’


Mr Crouch began to pace the rows, handing out results as he walked. I slid my phone from my pocket and stole a look. A sudden warmth buzzed through me. The message wasn’t from Melissa. It was from Olly.


‘Charlie?’


I whipped my head up. Mr Crouch was staring down at me over the top of his spectacles.


‘No phones in class, Charlie, you know that.’


I quickly stowed it away.


‘Yes, of course. Sorry, sir.’


‘Here you go,’ he said, with a tight-lipped smile, extending a sheet of paper towards me. I placed it on the desk and, with my pulse racing, scanned the figures. As in English, French and Spanish. In history and physics, Bs. Several more Bs dotted further down the list, one more A, and the odd C. Thankfully, most of it was pretty much what I expected.


But then, at the bottom, was the news I’d been dreading.


I’d been given a D in photography.


‘As you’re perusing these results, Year Eleven, ask yourself this question: did I perform to the best of my ability? And if not . . . why not?’


This wasn’t what I’d been predicted. I’d been predicted an A*. But in the months leading up to the mocks, I’d thrown my heart and soul into photographing Fire&Lights, and that was the one set of pictures I couldn’t submit. All our coursework was shown to parents at the Christmas exhibition, and in my backstage photos for Fire&Lights, every lie I’d told my father would have been laid bare. I’d eventually admitted to him that I’d been photographing a ‘school band’, of course, but it would have been obvious from the photographs – even to my father – that Fire&Lights were no school band. And so I’d pulled a project together at the last minute, an album of uninspiring shots taken in Reading town centre, and now the one subject that really mattered to me was the only one I was flunking.


‘OK, everyone should have read their results now, so let’s have a little calm, shall we?’ Mr Crouch stuck his hands on his hips, and looked around the room. ‘Hopefully not too many surprises in there, Year Eleven. We reap what we sow, after all. But the question is . . . what now? How do you turn those Es into Cs, those Bs into A*s?’ He plucked the lid off a marker pen, and turned to the board. ‘It starts with learning from your mistakes . . .’


An uneasy feeling prickled my skin. What if my poor grade actually had nothing to do with Fire&Lights, and I just wasn’t cut out to be a photographer? Sure, some of my backstage shots had been picked for the F&L fan book last year, but what if that had been a fluke?


‘. . . I would recommend drawing up a five-point plan for yourselves,’ continued Mr Crouch, unaware that half the class weren’t listening to him. ‘Set yourselves five actionable steps, working towards an achievable goal, and you’ll be far more likely to improve your grade come the final exams . . .’


My phone buzzed again – a reminder that I hadn’t read Olly’s message – and I suddenly craved the distraction. With Mr Crouch still facing the whiteboard, I snuck a look.


Thought you’d appreciate this pic :) Proof that Fire&Lights are #supercool *ahem*


On my screen was a band selfie, the boys bunched together in front of a beautiful Japanese temple, wearing matching caps that read ‘WE LOVE TOKYO’. Yuki’s cap was pitched at a jaunty angle, and his tongue was sticking out the corner of his mouth. I drank in every detail of the picture, grinning, fingers curled across it to shield it from view.


But as I took in each of their faces, something was nagging at my chest. Something that could mean everything, or it could mean nothing. Something that, despite myself, I knew I’d be obsessing about for days.


Gabriel wasn’t in the picture.


‘Twelve A*s, Mel. Twelve. I’m so proud of you. You are all kinds of clever.’


We were walking along the Oxford Road, a scruffy, bustling main road on the edge of town lined with second-hand stores, Polish supermarkets and carpet shops. It was a blustery day, and the sky was a dirty white, the colour of used paint-water.


‘Thanks,’ said Melissa, the corners of her mouth curling into a smile. ‘And you are all kinds of awesome.’


I let out a sigh.


‘I think my D in photography would beg to differ.’


‘You’ll figure something out, Charlie. You always do.’


We came to a busy bus stop and parted ways, threading through the waiting crowd. On the other side, we joined up again.


‘Oh, and speaking of photography . . . that selfie Olly sent you is amaaazing. Did you ask him about Friday yet?’


Friday: Olly’s surprise. The evening I had to ‘keep free’ for an as-yet-undisclosed reason.


‘Not yet. I figure he’ll just . . . tell me when he’s ready.’


‘Ah, man. Here you are getting secret texts from a popstar, again, and I still can’t even get a normal boyfriend. What am I doing wrong?’


I grabbed Melissa’s hand, and squeezed it.


‘You’re doing nothing wrong, you understand me?’ She nodded reluctantly. ‘You’re the smartest person I know.’


‘If today was anything to go by, though, smart is not hot. Boys are not interested in smart.’


‘The right boy will be,’ I said, but it seemed to pass her by.


‘After we got our results,’ she said, her face scrunching up, ‘Mr Swift made this big deal of me being top of the year group, and Danny Dreyfuss said “one A* for every cat you’re going to own”, and everyone laughed. Which I can understand, because for Danny Dreyfuss that was actually kind of witty . . . but still.’


Her lips puckered into an exaggerated pout. I looked ahead, then checked the map on my phone. We were less than a minute away.


‘Danny Dreyfuss? You can ignore him. They used to send him home from nursery because he kept trying to eat soil.’


Melissa snorted with laughter, and her gloom lifted.


‘That explains a lot.’ She peered at my phone. ‘So . . . remind me where we’re headed today?’


‘Music Madness, on . . .’ I consulted my map. ‘Argyle Street. We’re nearly there.’


‘And this is the last one on the list?’


‘Yep,’ I confirmed, scratching my head, through my hat. ‘After this, we are officially out of options.’


Melissa buried her hands in her coat pockets.


‘Well, we may not have found a single Little Boy Blue album on our travels,’ she reflected, ‘but if they ever need someone to write the West Berkshire Guide to Independent Record Stores, we’d be the perfect candidates.’


Melissa was right. We’d been to pretty much every music shop we could get to on foot, and pickings had been non-existent. Since neither Gabe nor I had been able to find any trace of Little Boy Blue on the internet, I’d decided to go old school, straight to the source. To the people who really knew about music. But we’d visited record store after record store, and nobody stocked the band. No one had even heard of them. We were heading for a dead end, and its name was Music Madness.


Arriving at the shop’s grimy front window, we peered inside. Vinyl records were perched on plastic stands on a threadbare purple carpet, their edges frayed, cardboard sleeves yellowed by the sun. Mysterious names stared back at us from the covers: Captain Beefheart, Atomic Rooster, Uncle Funkenstein. Melissa ran a single finger down the glass, leaving a greasy mark.


‘Wowser. Is this a music shop . . . or a museum?’ 


‘Come on,’ I said, squinting into the dark. ‘Let’s do this.’


A little bell rang when the door opened, and we stepped inside, clutching our rucksacks. As the door groaned shut behind us, we looked around, intrigued. The walls were blanketed with brightly coloured throws, pink and orange and violet, hanging like the sails of a pirate ship between dog-eared concert posters. Jefferson Airplane at The Matrix. Blood, Sweat & Tears at the Grande Ballroom. The cramped space was deadly quiet, shut off from the grumble of traffic outside, and filled to bursting with old records. They lined the shelves, covered the counter and sat in tall, wonky piles in every corner. I had the strangest sense that if you tugged at just one of them, the whole shop would collapse in on itself like a house of cards and disappear.


Behind the counter sat a middle-aged man with short, grey-flecked hair and tortoise-shell glasses. His face was a little droopy, like it had grown tired of holding on, and he was surrounded by a collection of small tools and a scattering of electronics. He watched us for a few seconds. He had kind eyes, but his face was shadowed by an air of suspicious confusion. No doubt he was wondering, as the other shop owners all had, what two teenage girls were doing in his second-hand record store.


‘Can I help you, ladies?’ he said, setting down his miniature screwdriver. 


‘I hope so,’ I replied, heading straight for the L-M shelf. ‘We’re looking for some music by a band from the nineties . . . but they’re kind of obscure.’ 


He perked up at this. Something I’d learned in the last few weeks was that middle-aged men who ran record shops really got a kick out of obscure music.


‘Oh, right. What were they called?’


‘Little Boy Blue.’


He leaned back in his chair, one eye closed. The legs creaked underneath him.


‘It’s not ringing any bells. Where were they from?’


‘London,’ I said, flicking through records. Little Feat, Little Richard, Little River Band . . .


‘Were they well-known?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I said, running out of artists and feeling my shoulders drop. ‘I don’t think so.’ 


He puffed his cheeks.


‘I can’t say I’ve heard of them, I’m afraid. And I’ve heard of most people.’


The man’s attention wandered from me to Melissa, who was rifling through vinyls on the other side of the shop, singing quietly to herself.


‘You know that’s the collectibles section, don’t you, love?’ he asked, watching her lift up a tattered vinyl sleeve with a pink, multi-limbed Hindu goddess on the cover. Her brow furrowed as she read the band name out loud.


‘. . . And You Will Know Us By The Trail Of Dead.’ She scrunched up her nose. ‘Jeez, talk about depressing.’


The man cleared his throat, very deliberately.


‘Actually, Trail Of Dead are one of the most important bands in the history of prog rock.’


‘Frog rock?’ said Melissa.


‘Pr— never mind.’


I swallowed a laugh, and the man caught me doing it. His cheeks went a little red.


‘What’s your interest in the band, anyway?’ he said, picking up his screwdriver again.


‘Oh, I . . .’


I hesitated. Even after several of these encounters, I wasn’t quite sure how to answer that question. Sometimes I would make up a story about having a big brother with an unusual taste in music; other times I would say it was for a school project. But before I could reply, from the other side of the room, Melissa said: ‘She’s got a thing for old bands who no one’s ever heard of.’ She slotted the Hindu goddess vinyl back on to the shelf, and lifted out another one. It dangled from her hand. ‘What’s a Pink Floyd?’


‘Maybe if I played you one of their songs,’ I interrupted hastily, turning to the shopkeeper, ‘it might jog your memory?’


The man shrugged, and pumped air through his nostrils.


‘Stranger things have happened. Do you have something with you?’


I opened my bag and pulled out Gabriel’s Little Boy Blue album. He still hadn’t asked for it back, and since December, I had become extremely attached to it. Both to the record, and the photograph he had sent with it – the one of us playing together as children – which I kept hidden inside the album sleeve. I plucked out the CD, and passed it over the counter.


‘A CD,’ said the man, lifting his eyebrows. ‘I didn’t think girls your age knew what a compact disc was.’


His chair let out another creak as he reached over to an ancient-looking CD player beside the till. It was dusty and scratched, and buried beneath a stack of vinyls.


Melissa appeared at my side.


‘Did you know,’ she said, to no one in particular, ‘in the olden days, if you heard a song you liked on the radio, you couldn’t just stream it on the internet . . . you had to go to an actual shop and buy an actual single.’


The man regarded her with astonishment, the CD glinting between his splayed fingers.


‘That wasn’t the olden days, that was 1998.’


‘Yeah, exactly,’ insisted Melissa, her eyes wide. ‘The olden days.’ 


With a click and a whir, the CD spun into motion and the opening track began to play. Driving, echoey piano, laced with a distant electric guitar, flooded the shop, and in my mind’s eye I could almost see the pianist’s hands, fingers blurred, as he pounded out the chords.


The shopkeeper nodded his head in time with the beat, his eyes narrowing as if he were searching his interior database for a match. Melissa hummed along happily with the track, twirling a plait between her fingers.


Then, over the piano chords, Harry West began to sing. After months of listening to the album, I knew every feature of his voice, every note and detail, every crack and imperfection. Deep and rich, with a catching, jagged edge, it was unnervingly similar to Gabriel’s.


I met a girl in winter . . .


‘Sorry, nope,’ interrupted the man, sitting up suddenly and turning down the volume. ‘Don’t recognise it.’


I touched my fingers to the edge of the counter.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’d know straightaway if I’d heard it before, love. Got an audiographic memory.’


‘Right.’ I scratched my temple. ‘But maybe you could turn it back up, anyway? Just in case?’


He sniffed loudly, and reached for the volume dial.


‘It’s funny, isn’t it, nineties music?’ said Melissa thoughtfully, over Harry’s stirring vocals. ‘Kind of scruffy, you know? Untidy.’


‘That because they weren’t using computers, love,’ said the shopkeeper, squinting at a small screw as he rolled it between finger and thumb. The item he was fixing was one of those old-fashioned music players: a small, black plastic box with ‘SONY WALKMAN’ written on the side. ‘Real music, this is, not like the robot-generated rubbish they churn out of reality TV nowadays.’


Melissa turned down the corners of her mouth, and wobbled her head, but the man didn’t notice. He was too interested in his tiny screw. 


The track played on around us, the lyrics swooping and diving through the air, a guitar solo yawning out of the noise. Then, as the song dipped into its calmer, quieter middle section, I waited for those all-too familiar lyrics . . .


She lives her life in pictures


She keeps secrets in her heart


The whole world could burn around her


‘Colin? Colin!’


A woman’s voice, coming from somewhere above us. A steady thump troubled the ceiling as she descended the stairs to the ground floor.


‘Colin!’


The shopkeeper, who I was beginning to suspect might be slightly deaf, seemed to be blissfully unaware that he was being shouted at. I pointed towards the beaded string curtain over his left shoulder.


‘I think someone’s calling you.’


With a start, he spun on his chair, knocking a shower of screws off the counter.


‘Colin?’


With a burst of beaded strings, a woman with long reddish hair and a big, happy, ruddy face appeared at the back of the shop. She was wearing a floaty tie-dye skirt and a tour T-shirt for a band called Steeleye Span. Behind her, the beads slowly clacked to a halt.


She clocked me and Melissa, then wagged a finger at the man.


‘This is Little Boy Blue,’ she said, with a smile.










Chapter 4


I stared back at her, my heart cantering. Finally, we had a lead.


‘What can we do for you?’ the woman said, brightly. ‘I’m not sure we’ve had young people in the shop since about 1989!’ 


‘You know this band?’ I asked.


She rocked her hand from side to side. ‘Well, not exactly. I haven’t thought about them for nearly twenty years. But I heard the song from upstairs and thought to myself, blimey, Jenny . . . that’s Little Boy Blue, that is.’


‘We’re trying to find out more about them,’ I said, showing her the album case. ‘For a school project.’


She walked forward, wiping her hands on her T-shirt. When she reached the counter, I passed her the album.


‘This is all we have at the moment.’


She flipped the CD case over a couple of times.


‘They were from London, weren’t they?’ she asked, scanning the cover with her bottom lip sticking out. 


‘Uh-huh.’


‘I saw them live once, you know. At the Alleycat.’


My chest tightened. Maybe Jenny had been in the same room as my mum. Maybe they’d even stood next to each other in the crowd, their shoulders brushing in the dark . . .


‘That’s so cool. Did you meet any of their fans?’


She shook her head.


‘Not really. There were lots of them, though. And I’ll tell you this’ – she combed her fingers through the length of her hair, and flicked it over her shoulder – ‘their fans were devoted. Girls, mostly. And it was pretty obvious why.’


I glanced at Melissa, then back at Jenny.


‘What do you mean?’


She leaned over the counter, a twinkle in her eye.


‘They had this lead singer . . . and, oh my lord. Most beautiful man I have ever laid eyes on.’ She nudged her husband’s arm with her elbow. ‘Apart from Colin here, of course.’


Colin glanced up from his electronics, and frowned.


‘His name was Harry,’ I said, and Jenny clapped her hands together.


‘Yes . . . yes, of course. Harry. My god. Made you weak at the knees, just looking at him.’


‘Imagine if he’d had a son,’ said Melissa, her hands on her hips. ‘That guy would be one serious hottie.’ 


I gave her a sly kick beneath the counter.


‘I remember,’ continued Jenny wistfully, ‘he caught my eye during one of the songs, just for a split-second. He didn’t know me, and there were plenty better-looking girls in the crowd that night . . . but he had this way about him. I’ll never forget it. You felt like the floor was giving way under your feet. When he looked at you, it was like you were the only person alive on the planet.’


With a shiver, I remembered thinking the exact same thought, about Gabriel, on the empty stage in Brighton. Like father, like son.


‘Mind you,’ continued Jenny, brushing some dust off the counter, ‘that’s all just a rockstar trick, isn’t it? They make you think they’re singing to you, that they’re singing about you, but really, you’re just one more face in the crowd.’


I folded my arms. Was that what Gabriel had been doing to me, all that time? Playing rockstar tricks?


‘Well,’ said Colin, without looking up from his work, ‘his band didn’t last very long, did they, so he can’t have been much of a rockstar.’


Jenny patted his shoulder, and winked at me.


‘Neither did yours, darling, so I’d button it if I were you.’


‘Folk Octopus were ahead of our time,’ protested Colin, waving his tiny screwdriver around. ‘The world wasn’t ready.’


‘Whatever you say, my love.’ She turned back to us. ‘Where were we, ladies?’


‘Rockstar tricks,’ I said, and Jenny’s eyes gleamed.


‘Oh, yes. That’s right.’ She sighed, her gaze drifting up to the ceiling. ‘It was a great night, that. The Alleycat was a fabulous venue. Shut down now, of course.’


‘Did you see them play again after that?’ 


‘No, that was the only time. They split up not long after. Lead singer killed himself. Tragic, really.’


I became aware, once again, of Harry’s voice over the speakers. The CD had moved on to track two, the one with the lyrics that, years later, Gabriel would re-work for his own song, ‘Dance With You’.


Take me home


I’ve been dreaming of a girl I know


The sweetest thing, you know she makes me wanna sing


I still remember everything


The first time I read those words, I was seven years old and they were written in my mother’s scrapbook. At the time, I’d assumed she was writing about me, but, in fact, she was just copying out lyrics from her favourite rock band.


‘So do you think they might have a website somewhere?’ I asked Jenny, shaking off the memory. ‘Or an old fan page, or something?’


She scratched the top of her head.


‘Couldn’t say, I’m afraid. But this was in the days before people really used the internet, so I doubt it. Back then, when you were gone, you were gone.’


Melissa, who had been unusually quiet during our conversation, suddenly burst into life.


‘Come on,’ she said, gesturing around the shop. ‘You must have one of their records in this place. You’ve got all the bands in here. Well, except Fire&Lights.’


Colin frowned.


‘Fire and what?’


‘Problem is,’ said Jenny, perching on the edge of the counter and disturbing a pile of screws, ‘I just don’t think they released much music before they split up. So, in a way, you’re chasing a ghost.’


I felt myself tense. Something about that phrase, chasing a ghost, made me very uncomfortable.


‘Unless . . .’ Jenny was staring into a far corner of the room, fingers resting on her chin. ‘I wonder . . .’ She slid off the counter, lifted a hatch and stepped out into the shop, motioning for me to join her. I followed her towards a collection of boxes by the door and watched as she dug into one of them. Over her shoulder I could see CDs stacked in rows, most of them inside cheap cardboard jackets or slim, cracked cases.


‘Now, let me see . . . 1999 . . . 1998 . . . ah, here!’ She lifted up one of the discs. ‘1995. Unsigned & Acoustic. They used to put these out to help new bands get exposure. Stick ’em on the front of music magazines and such. And if I remember correctly . . .’ Running a finger down the back of the case, she read the names to herself, her lips moving silently, until eventually her eyes went wide. ‘Yes! I knew it. Little Boy Blue. Here you go.’ 


She passed me the CD case, which was thin and made of card. On the front was a wooden guitar with the words ‘Unsigned & Acoustic: Covers Edition’ wrapped around it, and on the back, a track-listing, which I quickly scanned, searching for that familiar band name.


When I found it, a thousand memories stirred inside me.


Little Boy Blue: Cat’s in the Cradle.


Of course, I thought. Of course it’s that song. The song that always made me think of childhood, the song that Dad told me last year was Mum’s absolute favourite. The song Gabriel chose for his Make Or Break audition, and the one he was singing when I first stumbled in on him beside the empty stage in Brighton. The song Little Boy Blue took their name from in the first place.


A chill swept over me as I imagined what the track might sound like, and whether, in fact, I had heard it before as a child. Underneath the credit, the short description read: Piano-led indie-rock quartet, fronted by the enigmatic Harry West. This band are making serious waves on the London circuit . . . you heard it here first.


‘This is amazing,’ I said, without taking my eyes off the case. ‘Thank you.’


‘We should listen to it,’ suggested Melissa, from across the room.


‘Yes, can we?’ I echoed.


Jenny pointed at her husband. ‘Do the honours, Colin.’


Colin tapped the eject button on the stereo with the tip of his screwdriver, and the plastic CD tray slid noisily from the machine. Walking back to the counter, I passed Colin the Unsigned & Acoustic album and he handed back Gabriel’s Little Boy Blue CD, which I returned to its case.


We all waited patiently for the music to kick in, but when the track began, it didn’t sound quite the way I’d expected. Little Boy Blue had put the song’s trademark introduction on piano, rather than guitar, which gave it a stark, ghostly feel, almost church-like. Then, when Harry began to sing and his voice filled the tiny shop, it felt like it was seeping into the very cracks in the walls. With every listen, it was becoming harder to deny: he sounded so much like his son. That jagged edge, those deep, aching notes, the shape of the words as they fell from his mouth. It was like hearing the same voice, twenty years apart.


As the four of us stood there in the shop, listening, the story of the song unfolded around us. The father who never had time for his son. Who pushed him away, day after day, year after year, until one day, when his son was grown up with a family of his own, he found himself rejected by his only child. Because he had taught him to be that way. His son was repeating his mistakes, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.


Heat gathered in my face as I remembered Gabriel’s wild eyes, that night on the roof at the London Complex, as he slowly broke down in front of me. I could feel tears edging my eyes.


I’m turning into him, Charlie. I can feel it . . . He’s in my blood.


‘You OK, love?’


I looked up. Jenny was watching me, her forehead creased with concern. Secretly, Melissa linked her little finger around mine.


‘Uh, yeah. Sure,’ I said, wiping the corner of my eye. ‘It’s just . . . I’ve always loved this song.’


‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ agreed Jenny, a sigh in her throat. ‘And that man’s voice, it’s something else. Goes right through you.’


We all waited as the track slowed to a finish, and the piano faded away. Jenny ejected the disc, and slipped it back into its case.


‘You can keep this, if you like. On us.’


‘That’s so kind,’ I said, accepting it from her and holding it close to my chest. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’


Her face relaxed into a warm smile, while beside me, Melissa extended her arm and shook Colin’s hand. His face was a perfect picture of bewilderment.


‘Cheers to you, Mr Colin, sir. We will be sure to tell our chums to come here for all their musical needs,’ she said. 


Jenny laughed. ‘That’s sweet, my dear, but we don’t really stock much modern music.’ She held a flat palm at a right-angle to her mouth, and whispered: ‘Colin doesn’t like it. The last album he bought was No Jacket Required in 1985.’


Colin narrowed his eyes, but when his wife reached down and squeezed his forearm, the tiniest hint of a smile tickled his lips.


‘You’ve no idea how much this means to me,’ I said, buttoning my coat. ‘I can’t wait to listen to it again.’


‘Enjoy, ladies. And come back any time you want . . .’ 


‘OId people are cool,’ Melissa was saying, moments later, as we stepped out on to the street. The musty calm of the shop was replaced by the grey, fuzzy sound of traffic, and the sharp March breeze on our cheeks. ‘They have so many wicked stories . . .’


We turned the corner on to the Oxford Road, and I smiled. 


I was still gripping the CD tightly in my hand.


Melissa and I said goodbye at her gate and I wandered down my garden path, my mind full of music, my mother and Little Boy Blue. I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that it wasn’t until I stepped into the hallway and saw my father in the kitchen that I remembered what was about to happen.


‘Hey there, kiddo,’ he said, turning round, steaming cup of tea in hand. ‘How did results day go? Didn’t you get my text?’


I felt my face tighten. 


‘Oh, I did,’ I said, turning away from him and hanging my coat on the rack. ‘Busy day, that’s all.’


‘So . . . can I see?’


Dad had drifted into the hallway. We both looked at my rucksack, slumped on the floor.


‘Of course, yeah. One sec.’


Slowly, I knelt down and unfastened my bag, aware of every click, every rasp of the zips. I pulled out my sheet of results, passed it to my father, then pretended to have something important to do on my phone.


Every few seconds, my gaze flickered upwards, waiting for Dad to reach my photography grade. A big, fat D for ‘Disappointment’.


‘Oh . . . Charlie.’ He lowered his mug on to the phone table and adjusted his glasses. ‘Your photography. How did that happen?’


My words faltered. I suddenly didn’t know what to do with my hands.


‘I-I don’t know,’ I said, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. ‘I just . . . I guess I was busy with other things.’


Dad let out a long, thoughtful breath.


‘Maybe this is partly my fault.’


‘It isn’t, Dad.’


‘I don’t know, Charlie, I can be so busy with work. And photography’s not like chemistry, or history; it’s not just learning facts. It takes time.’


I tugged my sleeves down over my wrists, listening to the clock ticking in Dad’s study. He wagged a finger in the air, as if a thought was coming to him.


‘Actually, I saw something on the way home today . . . an advert for an exhibition, in town?’ 


I knew immediately what he was talking about. Reading didn’t run that many photography exhibitions, and I’d been looking forward to this one for ages. Carrie Shakes, the American rock photographer, was exhibiting a whole new set of concert photos at the Slash Gallery, starting next week. She was only about ten years older than me, but she was already one of the hottest music photographers in the world. She was one of my idols. 


‘Carrie Shakes,’ I said, slipping my shoes off.


‘Yes, that’s it! Why don’t I take you, one day this month?’


I smiled.


‘Thanks, Dad. That would be nice.’


He picked up his tea again, curving his palm around the mug.


‘Hey, come on. You have a passion, and that’s a rare thing.’ He swallowed. ‘You have to hold on to that, you know.’


He broke his gaze, and I thought of the newspaper clippings I had found in his study, months earlier. ‘Gifted PhD student begins ground-breaking research programme’. ‘Ralph Bloom published in leading academic journal’. And the letter that revealed he’d given it all up, to take care of me. 


‘I will,’ I said, with a nod. ‘I promise.’


We fell silent. The steam from Dad’s tea snaked upwards, towards the low ceiling. I bent to slide my shoes into the rack, next to his. 


‘Dad.’ I looked up. ‘Can I ask you something about Mum?’ 


Dad stopped with his cup of tea halfway to his mouth, his features suddenly taut, anxious. I could feel my heart beating in my throat. It stung, knowing he knew so much about Mum that he wasn’t telling me. I was pretty sure he was trying to protect me from something, but I didn’t want protecting. I wanted the truth.


‘Did she have something she was . . . passionate about?’


It was a question I already knew the answer to, of course. Mum was passionate about music. She was passionate about Harry West’s band, Little Boy Blue, passionate enough that she wore a T-shirt with their name on it and listened over and over to ‘Cat’s in the Cradle’ and spent her days copying Harry’s lyrics into an old notebook.


Say something, I willed my father silently. Tell me about her.


Dad’s mouth flattened into a straight line.


‘Of course she did,’ he said finally. ‘She had you. She was passionate about you.’


Beneath my skin, frustration writhed like a wild animal. She was passionate about you. In a way, that should have made me feel better. It was a nice thing to say, after all. 


But it wasn’t enough. It never would be. Because I knew, for a fact, that he was hiding something.










Chapter 5


Tuesday afternoon, double history. Melissa and I were sitting side by side, reading about Renaissance surgery, while behind us, Sam Croft and Jamie Wheeler were talking in hushed voices about how one footballer had owned another footballer on Twitter.


‘Uh, who’s talking at the back there?’ said Mr Crouch, looking up from his marking.


‘I think it was Charlie Bloom,’ said Sam, to sniggers from his friends. I kept my head down.


‘Mr Croft, has it occurred to you, at any point this year, that you are taking your GCSE exams in six weeks’ time?’


‘I don’t understand how this helps my life, though, sir,’ retorted Sam, over the scrape of chair legs. ‘It says here that: “Doctor Amb . . . Am . . . something-in-French discovered that wounds healed better when treated with a . . . soothing digestive”.’


‘That’s a biscuit, innit?’ said Jamie, and pockets of laughter erupted across the room. At his desk, Mr Crouch removed his spectacles, and rubbed the bridge of his nose.


‘What exactly are you getting at, Sam?’


A pause.


‘Well . . . how does that help me get a job on Sky Sports, sir?’


‘It doesn’t, Sam, but if you’d actually listened to wh—’


Mr Crouch was interrupted by a knock on the classroom door. Chatter bubbled all around us.


‘Uh – reading in silence, please,’ said Mr Crouch, standing up from his desk and crossing to the door. He opened it, but only halfway. I could just about see one of the office staff standing in the corridor.


The two of them conducted a whispered conversation; Mr Crouch glanced at his watch, then back over his shoulder at us. Finally, he nodded at her, and they parted ways.


‘OK, Year Eleven,’ said Mr Crouch, gesturing to the whole class, ‘I’d like you to leave all your bits and pieces where they are, and follow me quietly to the assembly hall.’


At first, nobody moved. This was a fairly unusual development.


‘Come on, no dawdling.’


Bemused, we all began setting down our pens and shuffling out of our seats. I threw Melissa a questioning look, but she just shrugged.


‘What’s going on, sir?’ asked Jamie, casually flicking someone’s pencil off their desk as he passed. Mr Crouch ran a hand across his balding head.


‘Just . . . be patient.’ 


‘Is it a bouncy castle?’ said Jamie.


‘I’m choosing to ignore that,’ replied Mr Crouch, wearily. ‘Just leave your seats without talking, everyone, and follow me to the hall.’


Five minutes later, we were sitting in our established rows at the back of the assembly hall, watching as the final Year Sevens filed in at the front. I scanned the line of teachers alongside us, trying to read their strangely blank expressions. We did have assemblies every other Tuesday, but they were usually in the mornings. It seemed a bit strange to pull us out of class without warning.
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