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				The stage is a vast altar, glowing under Texas moonlight. Video walls the size of apartment blocks advertise Rage Cola. Close to the stadium’s fifty-yard line, a long-legged thirteen-year-old is precariously balanced on her big brother’s shoulders. She’s way too excited.

				‘JAY!’ she screams, as her body sways. ‘JAAAAAAAY I LOVE YOU!’

				Nobody hears, because seventy thousand people are at it. It’s noise so loud your ears tickle inside. Boys and girls, teens, students. There’s a ripple of anticipation as a silhouette comes on stage, but it’s a roadie with a cymbal stand. He bows grandly before stepping off.

				‘JET!’ they chant. ‘JET . . . JET . . . JET.’

				Backstage the sound is muffled, like waves crashing against a sea wall. The only light is a green glow from emergency exit signs.

				Jay is holding his queasy stomach. He’s slim and easy on the eye. He wears Converse All Stars, ripped jeans and a dash of black eyeliner.

				An immense roar comes out of the crowd as the video walls begin a thirty-second countdown film, sponsored by a cellphone maker. As Jay’s eyes adjust to the light, he can see a twenty-metre-tall version of himself skateboarding downhill, chased by screaming Korean schoolgirls.

				‘THIRTEEN,’ the crowd scream, as their feet stamp down the seconds. ‘TWELVE, ELEVEN . . .’

				On screen, the girls knock Jay off his skateboard. As he tumbles a smartphone flies out of his pocket and when the girls see it they lose all interest in Jay and stand in a semicircle admiring the phone instead.

				‘THREE . . . TWO . . . ONE . . .’

				The four members of Jet emerge on stage, punching the air to screams and camera flashes.

				Somehow, the cheering crowd always kills Jay’s nerves. Thousands of bodies sway in the moonlight. Cheers and shouts blend into a low roar. He places his fingers on the fret board and loves the knowledge that moving one finger will send half a million watts of power out of speaker stacks the size of trucks.

				And the crowd goes wild as the biggest band in the world starts to play.
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				Camden, North London

				There’s that weird moment when you first wake up. The uneasy quarter second where a dream ends and you’re not sure where you are. All being well, you work out you’re in bed and you get to snuggle up and sleep another hour.

				But Jay Thomas wasn’t in bed. The thirteen-year-old had woken on a plastic chair in a school hall that reeked of burgers and hot dogs. There were chairs set out in rows, but bums in less than a quarter of them. A grumpy dinner lady squirted pink cleaning fluid on a metal serving counter at the side of the room, while a banner hung over the stage up front:

				Camden Schools Contemporary Music
Competition 2014

				Debris pelted the floor the instant Jay moved: puffed wheat snacks, speckled with cheesy orange flavouring. Crumbs fell off his clothes when he stood and another half bag had been crushed up and sprinkled in his spiky brown hair.

				Jay played lead guitar in a group named Brontobyte. His three band mates cracked up as he flicked orange dust out of his hair, then bent over to de-crumb a Ramones T-shirt and ripped black jeans.

				‘You guys are so immature.’

				But Jay didn’t really mind. These guys had been his mates since forever and he’d have joined the fun if one of them had dozed off.

				‘Sweet dreams?’ Brontobyte’s chubby-cheeked vocalist, Salman, asked.

				Jay yawned and picked orange gunk out of his earhole as he replied. ‘I barely slept last night. Kai had his Xbox on until about one, and when I finally got to sleep the little knob head climbed up to my bunk and farted in my face.’

				Salman took pity, but Tristan and Alfie both laughed.

				Tristan was Brontobyte’s drummer, and a big lad who fancied himself a bit of a stud. Tristan’s younger brother Alfie wouldn’t turn twelve for another three months. He was Brontobyte’s bass player and the band’s most talented musician, but the other three gave him a hard time because his voice was unbroken and there were no signs of puberty kicking in.

				‘I can’t believe Jay gets owned by his younger brother,’ Tristan snorted.

				‘Kai’s the hardest kid in my year,’ Alfie agreed. ‘But Jay’s, like, Mr Twig Arms, or something.’

				Jay tutted and sounded stressed. ‘Can we please change the subject?’

				Tristan ignored the request. ‘How many kids has your mum got now anyway, Jay?’ he asked. ‘It’s about forty-seven, isn’t it?’

				Salman and Alfie laughed, but stifled their grins when they saw Jay looking upset.

				‘Tristan, cut it out,’ Salman said.

				‘We all take the piss out of each other,’ Tristan said. ‘Jay’s acting like a baby.’

				‘No, Tristan, you never know when to stop,’ Salman said angrily.

				Alfie tried to break the tension. ‘I’m going for a drink,’ he said. ‘Anyone else want one?’

				‘Scotch on the rocks,’ Salman said.

				Jay sounded more cheerful as he joined the joke. ‘Bottle of Bud and some heroin.’

				‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Alfie said, before heading off towards a table with jugs of orange squash and platters of cheapo biscuits.

				The next act was taking the stage. In front of them three judges sat at school desks. There was a baldy with a mysterious scab on his head, a long-limbed Nigerian in a gele headdress and a man with a wispy grey beard and leather trousers. He sat with his legs astride the back of his chair to show that he was down with the kids.

				By the time Alfie came back with four beakers of orange squash and jam rings tucked into his cheeks there were five boys lining up on stage. They were all fifteen or sixteen. Nice-looking lads, four black, one Asian, and all dressed in stripy T-shirts, chinos and slip-on shoes.

				Salman was smirking. ‘It’s like they walked into Gap and bought everything.’

				Jay snorted. ‘Losers.’

				‘Yo, people!’ a big lad in the middle of the line-up yelled. He was trying to act cool, but his eyes betrayed nerves. ‘We’re contestant seven. We’re from George Orwell Academy and we’re called Womb 101.’

				There were a few claps from members of the audience, followed by a few awkward seconds as a fat-assed music teacher bent over fiddling with the CD player that had their backing track on it.

				‘You might know this song,’ the big lad said. ‘The original’s by One Direction. It’s called “What Makes You Beautiful”.’

				The four members of Brontobyte all looked at each other and groaned. Alfie summed up the mood.

				‘Frankly, I’d rather be kicked in the balls.’

				As the backing track kicked in, Womb 101 sprang into an athletic dance routine, with four members moving back, and the big guy in the middle stepping up to a microphone. The dancing looked sharp, but everyone in the room really snapped to attention when a powerful lead vocal started.

				The voice was higher than you’d expect from a big black guy, but he really nailed the sense of longing for the girl he was singing about. When the rest of Womb 101 joined in for the chorus the sound swamped the backing track, but they were all decent singers and their routine was tight.

				As Womb 101 hit their stride, Jay’s music teacher Mr Currie approached Brontobyte from behind. He’d only been teaching for a couple of years. Half the girls at Carleton Road School had a thing for his square jaw and gym-pumped bod.

				He tapped in time as the singing and finger clicking continued. ‘They’re really uplifting, aren’t they?’

				The four boys looked back at their teacher with distaste.

				‘Boy bands should be machine-gunned,’ Alfie said. ‘They’re singing to a backing track. How’s that even music?’

				‘I bet they win as well,’ Tristan said contemptuously. ‘I saw their teacher nattering to the judges all through lunch.’

				Mr Currie spoke firmly. ‘Tristan, if Womb 101 win it will be because they’re really talented. Have you any idea how much practice it takes to sing and dance like that?’

				Up on stage, Womb 101 were doing the nana-nana chorus at the end of ‘What Makes You Beautiful’. As the song closed, the lead singer moved to the back of the stage and did a full somersault, climaxing with his arms spread wide and two band mates kneeling on either side.

				‘Thank you,’ the big guy shouted, as the stage lights caught beads of sweat trickling down his forehead.

				There weren’t enough people in the hall to call it an eruption, but there was loads of clapping and a bunch of parents stood up and cheered.

				‘Nice footwork, Andre!’ a woman shouted.

				Alfie and Tristan made retching sounds as Mr Currie walked off.

				‘Currie’s got a point though,’ Jay said. ‘Boy bands are dreck, but they’ve all got good voices and they must have rehearsed that dance routine for weeks.’

				Tristan shook his head and tutted. ‘Jay, you always agree with what Mr Currie says. I know half the girls in our class fancy him, but I’m starting to think you do as well.’

				Alfie stood up and shouted as Womb 101 jumped off the stage and began walking towards the back of the room to grab drinks. ‘You suck!’

				Jay backed up as two of Womb 101’s backing singers steamed over, knocking empty plastic chairs out of the way. They didn’t look hard on stage, prancing around singing about how great some girl’s hair was, but the physical reality was two burly sixteen-year-olds from one of London’s toughest schools.

				The one who stared down Alfie was the Asian guy with a tear-you-in-half torso.

				‘What you say?’ he demanded, as his chest muscles swelled. ‘If I see any of you boys on my manor, you’d better run!’

				The boy slammed his fist into his palm as the other one pointed at Alfie before drawing the finger across his throat and stepping backwards. Alfie looked like he’d filled his BHS briefs and didn’t breathe until the big dudes were well clear.

				‘Are you mental?’ Tristan hissed, as he gave Alfie a hard shoulder punch. ‘Those guys are from Melon Lane estate. Everyone’s psycho up there.’

				Mr Currie had missed Alfie shouting You suck, but did see Tristan hitting his brother as he got back holding a polystyrene coffee cup.

				‘Hitting is not cool,’ Mr Currie said. ‘And I’m tired of the negativity from you guys. You’re playing after this next lot, so you’d better go backstage and get your gear ready.’

				The next group was an all-girl trio. They dressed punk, but managed to murder a Paramore track by making it sound like bad Madonna. Setting up Tristan’s drum kit on stage took ages and the woman judge made Jay even more nervous when she looked at her watch and shook her elaborately hatted head.

				After wasting another minute faffing around with a broken strap on Alfie’s bass guitar the four members of Brontobyte nodded to each other, ready to play. When the boys rehearsed, Salman usually sang and played, but Alfie was a better musician, so for the competition he was on bass and Salman would just do vocals.

				‘Hi, everyone,’ Salman said. ‘We’re contestant nine, from Carleton Road School. Our group is called Brontobyte and this is a song we wrote ourselves. It’s called “Christine”.’

				A song I wrote, Jay thought, as he took a deep breath and positioned his fingers on the guitar.

				They’d been in the school hall since ten that morning. Now it all came down to the next three minutes.
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				Dudley, West Midlands

				Summer Smith was almost fourteen. She had plastic clips keeping blonde hair off her face, a white school polo shirt stained with charcoal from art class and black no-brand pumps with her little toe peeking through a split in the side.

				Most year nines thought Summer was hot, despite being a scruff, but all the boys got turned down. She’d always find the remotest spot in a classroom and barely spoke to anyone. She did homework in the library at morning break and went home most lunch-times to make sure that her nan was OK.

				There was an empty chair between Summer and Michelle Wei. Michelle’s black Prada trainers and soft leather schoolbag hinted that her parents were loaded, and a photograph might give the impression of a girl who spilled tears if she dropped to a B, but as soon as Michelle moved you knew different.

				Michelle was twitchy. Her eyes were hypnotic, dragging you into a mind where crazy and brilliant battled for the upper hand. As Summer copied notes on Tudor England into her folder, Michelle chewed Bubblicious, tilted her chair and wound hair round her fingertips.

				Mr Wilson pretended not to see, because you’d never get Michelle to work. A teacher’s best hope was that she didn’t disturb the rest of her class.

				Summer glanced across as Michelle snatched a rugby ball off the next desk top. It belonged to a lump called Kevin, who watched dumbly as Michelle stuffed the elliptical ball up her white shirt.

				‘Mr Wilson!’ Michelle shouted, as she shot up. ‘I need the bathroom.’

				She didn’t really say Wilson, she made it sound ridiculous. More like weeeel-shawn.

				The balding teacher was three years from retirement. He’d been here before and didn’t even look up.

				‘Sit down, Michelle. Nobody’s playing your games today.’

				Michelle thrust out her rugby ball stomach and staggered between desks towards the classroom door with her feet wide apart.

				‘I’m having my baby,’ she yelled, as she rubbed her back. ‘The head’s poking out of my vagina!’

				Vagina made a few kids laugh, but Michelle got on most of her classmates’ nerves. Mr Wilson hopped up from his chair and blocked the door.

				‘Back to your seat and stop being silly.’

				Michelle wasn’t strong enough to push the elderly teacher aside, so she screwed up her face and attacked verbally.

				‘You dirty old man,’ she yelled, as she pointed at Wilson and turned to face the class. ‘You’re the father. You can’t keep denying it.’

				‘Sit down!’ Wilson demanded. ‘Nobody is interested in your performance.’

				‘Oh my god!’ Michelle yelled. ‘The baby, it’s coming!’

				She squatted down and slowly pushed the rugby ball out of her shirt.

				‘It’s a boy!’ she gasped, as she held the muddy ball up high. ‘I’m going to call him Eggy-Wegg.’

				Turning on Mr Wilson had raised the class’s enthusiasm for Michelle’s craziness. There was more laughter and a few kids even applauded the miracle of birth. The noise level was rising and Mr Wilson had to act swiftly before everyone went nuts. He picked a metal dustbin off the floor and banged it hard on his desk top.

				‘QUIET,’ he shouted. ‘If you don’t settle there will be full class detention.’

				Most kids piped down, apart from a few giggles. Michelle was now tiptoeing at the back of the classroom, with a finger over her lips, making shushing sounds.

				‘Naughty, naughty,’ she whispered. ‘We don’t want detention, do we?’

				Mr Wilson knew Michelle wouldn’t settle down without a fight, so he reached for a small green pad on his desk and wrote her name on it. Being green slipped meant you had to sit in a special classroom in silence until the bell went for the next lesson. Three green slips in one term earned a letter home to your parents.

				‘There you are,’ Mr Wilson said, as he rattled the slip in the air. ‘If you do need the toilet you can go on your way to the referral classroom.’

				Michelle kissed the rugby ball before putting it back on Kevin’s desk and skipping towards the door.

				‘I can prove that he seduced me,’ Michelle announced, pointing at Mr Wilson as she stood in the doorway. ‘His private parts are freakishly mutated. Full details will be revealed in tomorrow’s newspapers.’

				Mr Wilson shut the classroom door and spoke authoritatively. ‘Show’s over, get back to work.’

				But Summer kept giggling after everyone else had settled down. Half the class looked her way as she tried desperately to stop. It was a real surprise because she was usually so quiet.

				‘Shut your gob,’ a boy sitting at the desk in front hissed. ‘You’ll get us all detention.’

				Mr Wilson looked flustered as he came towards Summer, but he spoke gently.

				‘Summer, I happen to find that kind of personal attack very offensive. Perhaps you could tell me what you find so funny about it?’

				The idea of a baby named Eggy-Wegg had tickled Summer, but what really set her off were the contortions of Mr Wilson’s face. He was trying to keep calm, but his cheeks, eyebrows and upper lip kept twitching and for some inexplicable reason these involuntary movements seemed funny.

				Summer could hardly tell Mr Wilson that she found his face funny, so she shrugged and took a deep breath before talking.

				‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she said, holding a hand in front of glowing red cheeks. ‘I can’t help it. I’ve just got the giggles.’

				Mr Wilson drummed a finger on Summer’s exercise book. ‘Concentrate.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ she agreed, but as Mr Wilson turned away his lower jaw twitched and his right eyebrow shot up, making his eyeball bulge.

				Summer wrapped a hand over her mouth, but before Wilson took three steps she was laughing again. Instead of turning back, the teacher stormed to his desk and tore off another green slip.

				‘Enough!’ he shouted, finally losing his temper as he held the slip aloft. ‘Pack up your things, Summer. You can join Michelle in the referral classroom.’
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				The drums exploded, the bass line thumped and Jay plucked the first riff on lead guitar. Salman grabbed the microphone and spat words like bullets:

				Christine, Christine, I’m not being mean,

				Your body’s not the best that I’ve ever seen,

				But I’m a desperate guy, never catch a girl’s eye,

				And I can’t deny, that you’ve got nice thighs,

				Christine, Christine, I wanna have you.

				Christine, Christine, you’ve got bad zits,

				Your hair’s like wire and you’ve got no tits,

				But a girl like you is the best that I can have,

				You’re the only girl I’m able to nab,

				Christine, Christine, I wanna have you.

				In a pub,

				In a tub,

				Or behind the youth club,

				Christine, Christine,

				I wanna have you,

				I wanna have you.

				Christine, Christine, you gave me lice,

				Your dad’s a drunk and your mum’s not nice,

				But your body’s warm on a frosty night,

				When the lights go off I pretend you’re all right,

				Christine, Christine, I wanna have you.

				After this came a riff from Jay, then a repeat of the first verse and chorus. Salman wasn’t about to land a gig as an opera singer, but he had a decent tone and his Pakistani twang gave Jay’s lyrics a slightly exotic feel. The two guitar players knew their stuff, but every rock band is anchored by the drums and Tristan was all over the place.

				Jay was so close to the drums that he couldn’t hear Salman’s singing. Mr Currie had taught them the golden rule: a band has to keep playing no matter how bad it gets. But by the end of the song three members of Brontobyte were playing different parts, while Tristan pounded on relentlessly, unaware that anything was up.

				‘Thank you, everyone!’ Salman shouted, when the din finally stopped.

				Alfie and Tristan’s mum, Mrs Jopling, sat with Salman’s grown-up brother in the audience, but they kept quiet and the only noise was a few jeers and ironic bravos. Womb 101 made wanking gestures.

				Mr Currie jumped up to help clear the stage ready for the final group. Jay unplugged his guitar and stormed across towards Tristan.

				‘What the hell were you playing?’

				Tristan brandished his drumstick. ‘Sounded bloody great to me.’

				Jay gasped. ‘Are you insane? You were all over the place.’

				Tristan knocked his snare-drum flying as he charged forwards. In his anger, Jay hadn’t properly considered the consequences of winding up his drummer, who was bigger than him and did judo.

				‘You wanna take this outside?’ Tristan roared. ‘Any time, any place, stick boy!’

				Mr Currie forced himself between the two lads. ‘Hey, hey! It’s all good experience. We’ll come back from this.’

				‘He’ll still be a shite drummer,’ Jay said, emboldened now that there was an adult protecting him.

				Jay got a withering look from the judges as he jumped off the front of the stage in a huff, leaving the others to carry the drums out to the van. He glimpsed one judge’s marking sheet: Drummer poor, guitar vocals OK, 4/10.

				Jay still had his guitar around his neck as he stormed up the back to grab a drink.

				‘We heard you were supposed to be good,’ a guy from Womb 101 said.

				‘Epic,’ someone snorted. ‘Epp-ick.’

				Jay ignored sly comments from the rest of Womb 101 as he grabbed a beaker of orange and tipped it down in two gulps.

				‘Sorry about earlier,’ Jay told them. ‘Alfie’s only eleven, you know? He says dumb stuff.’

				A guy with a gold tooth gave a deep laugh. ‘Sucking up now won’t stop you getting mangled.’

				‘Right,’ one of his singing partners agreed, as he cracked his knuckles. ‘See you up Melon Lane, boy, and you’ll stagger home to Mummy in baaaaaaaad shape!’

				‘I’d rather you didn’t stab me,’ Jay said, trying to turn the threats into a joke. ‘Red clashes with my pale complexion.’

				‘What the hell is Brontobyte, anyway?’ one guy asked.

				‘Computers,’ Jay explained. ‘You know like megabytes, gigabytes? A Brontobyte is like millions and millions of gigabytes, or something. It was our drummer’s idea.’

				A few guys shook their heads and Gold Tooth summed it up. ‘Geeky name. I thought us being named after something out of a book was bad.’

				As Jay grabbed a custard cream, the fat music teacher from George Orwell Academy called her pupils down to the front. The final band was taking to the stage as Salman and Alfie grabbed drinks and walked up to Jay.

				‘Thanks for helping with the drums, mate,’ Salman said angrily.

				‘I just lost it,’ Jay said, shrugging. ‘Tristan has no clue. I can drum better than him. Alfie, you’re ten times better.’

				‘Leave me out of this,’ Alfie said. ‘You two can piss off to your own houses. I’m the one who cops it when Tristan’s in a mood.’

				‘We’re never gonna be any good unless we get a drummer who can keep time,’ Jay said.

				Jay didn’t get a response because Tristan and Alfie’s mum was coming their way.

				‘You were all bloody great,’ Mrs Jopling said.

				She was quite sexy and had a footballer’s wife thing going on: fake tan, false nails, designer sunglasses resting up in her hair and UGG boots. She embarrassed Alfie with a kiss on the cheek before scowling at Jay. ‘Why’d you get up in my Tristan’s face?’

				‘Nothing,’ Jay said, with a shrug.

				‘I thought you were mates,’ she added.

				Jay didn’t reply. He’d get nowhere telling Mrs Jopling that her darling boy was a crap drummer.

				As Salman jogged off to tell Mr Currie that he was leaving with his big brother, the last band stopped playing. The tall woman in the gele walked up on stage, taking the microphone as gear got dragged off stage behind her. She put her lips too close and a shriek of feedback ripped through the PA system.

				‘We’ve had quite a few delays and we’re running late,’ she said, sounding all upbeat like someone presenting TV for five-year-olds. ‘The standard was high, but sadly there can only be one winner. It is with great pleasure I announce that the two hundred and fifty-pound musical equipment voucher and the place in the final of the Camden Schools Contemporary Music Competition goes to . . . Womb 101!’

				Salman and his brother had headed out of the door as Womb 101 and their fans jumped around down by the stage. Tristan had joined his band mates after packing his drums in the school van, and carefully stayed far enough from his mum not to get kissed. Mr Currie was a few rows behind, holding a Post-it on to which he’d carefully jotted the judges’ scores.

				The judges had given marks out of ten for musicianship, presentation and overall performance, plus up to five bonus marks for any band that performed an original composition.

				‘At least they liked my song,’ Jay said, as he peered over Mr Currie’s shoulder and saw that they’d averaged four out of five in the composition box.

				‘Where were we overall?’ Alfie asked.

				‘Fourth out of nine,’ Jay answered, resisting the temptation to point out that they’d have dropped to seventh without the composition marks.

				‘I came here thinking we could win,’ Alfie said dejectedly. ‘We were immense in rehearsals last week.’

				‘Bands are like football teams playing away from home,’ Mr Currie explained, as he tapped a finger against his temple. ‘Jamming with your mates is one thing. Nailing it in front of an audience is completely different.’

				But Mrs Jopling had her own theory, which she expressed with folded arms and an indignant tap of her furry boot.

				‘You lads could have outplayed Jimi Hendrix and still lost with them judges,’ she said. ‘It was all fixed.’

				So that’s where Tristan gets it, Mr Currie thought.

				‘You can’t deny Womb 101 were better than us though,’ Jay said.

				Mrs Jopling gave Jay a dirty look before turning towards Mr Currie. ‘So, is it OK to take my lads home?’

				Mr Currie nodded. ‘Of course. Thank you for coming out to support us. I’ll take Jay back to the school in the van. He can help me unpack the equipment before I drop him home.’

				Tristan nodded in agreement. ‘Seems fair, seeing as he threw a hissy fit and didn’t help us pack up.’

				Jay finally lost it. ‘Up yours, mummy’s boy,’ he snapped.

				‘At least my mum can go five seconds without spurting out more babies,’ Tristan shot back, as his mother gave a sly smile of approval.

				Mr Currie interrupted. ‘Everyone calm down, it’s been a long and tiring day.’

				‘So what do you want for tea?’ Mrs Jopling asked, as she led her sons out of the hall. ‘Mickey Ds or KFC?’
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				Summer felt dazed as she hit the corridor. She’d never had a green slip before and wasn’t comfortable being in trouble, even though it was no biggie unless you got three in one term. She looked left and right as it dawned that she had no clue where the referral classroom was.

				She was about to go back and ask Mr Wilson when she heard a voice. Michelle stood ten metres away, leaning over a metal stair rail, gabbing into a nifty Samsung.

				‘You in class . . . ? No way . . . ! Oh sweet . . . Yeah, fah sure! I’ll meet you over there.’

				As Michelle pocketed the phone she noticed Summer behind and barked, ‘What?’

				Summer backed off instinctively, not knowing if Michelle was going to kiss, claw, or try to punch her lights out. When nothing happened, Summer waggled her green slip.

				‘How’d you get that?’ Michelle asked incredulously. ‘Been in your class near three years and never heard two sentences out of you.’

				Summer shrugged. ‘I speak when there’s something worth saying.’

				Michelle’s eyes became slits and she spoke accusingly. ‘You saying I talk crap?’

				‘I didn’t mean anything about you at all,’ Summer replied anxiously.

				Summer was taller and stockier, but had no taste for rolling around the corridor fighting the class loony.

				‘You’re right, actually,’ Michelle smiled. ‘Some of the boys in our class: yabber, yabber, yabber. All they do is talk crap.’

				‘Only some of ’em?’ Summer asked, before smiling slightly.

				‘Boys in our class . . .’ Michelle said, tutting with contempt as she started down the stairs. ‘Clammy scum.’

				‘I don’t know where the referral classroom is,’ Summer explained, as she followed.

				‘A new fish!’ Michelle said. ‘I’ll tell the guards to go easy on you.’

				Four flights took them to the ground floor, with the school reception on the left and a long corridor of science and home economics to their right.

				They turned towards the classrooms, with a fusion of cookery and chemicals in the air. Michelle stopped at the first door. Summer knew it wasn’t the referral classroom because they’d had year eight science in there.

				Michelle pounded on the classroom door, then ran off howling, ‘Moose! Moose!’ at the top of her voice.

				Summer would cop the blame if she didn’t leg it. As she started running, Michelle flung another door open down the hall and shouted, ‘Science is dead. Long live Jesus!’

				At the end of the corridor was a set of doors with an Emergency Only sign on them.

				‘What you waiting for?’ Michelle asked, as Summer felt a stitch burning down her side.

				Michelle crashed through the fire doors and sped down into the school basement. Summer was in uncharted territory, but Michelle jumped the bottom half of a staircase and cut expertly through a graffiti-strewn door into a boys’ changing room.

				The air was all piss, shower steam and BO. Michelle straddled bags and shoes as she headed towards the exit on to the playing fields at the far side.

				The outdoor air was crisp, the damp pavement covered in mud clumps where boys had scraped off football boots. Twenty metres away, dirty-legged year eights chased footballs around a soggy pitch.

				Summer rubbed cold arms and shuddered nervously as they headed past the school library, towards the recently opened music and drama block. Michelle looked as though nothing had happened as she swung her leather bag from side to side.

				Up above, a dark-skinned science teacher shouted from the window of his classroom. ‘Michelle Wei, you are in major trouble!’

				As Summer tried hiding her identity by walking close to the bushes, Michelle spun around and gave the teacher a two-fingered salute.

				‘Your wife is a moose, Mr Gubta!’ she shouted.

				Summer jogged ahead, rounded a corner and crashed breathlessly against the wall at the entrance to the music block.

				‘Are you insane?’ she shouted furiously.

				Michelle laughed. ‘Obviously!’

				‘We’ll get in so much trouble,’ Summer blurted, as she put her hands on her head. ‘What was the point of that?’

				‘It gave me a buzz,’ Michelle said, then made a sound like a bee and circled her finger through the air. It ended with her painted nail landing on the tip of Summer’s nose. ‘A tiny edge to drag me through another dreary day.’

				‘My life’s complicated enough,’ Summer complained. ‘The referral classroom isn’t out here, is it?’

				‘Deductive powers worthy of Sherlock Holmes himself,’ Michelle replied, before grabbing Summer’s arm. ‘Get moving. I’ve got plans for you.’

				They cut into the main entrance of the music and drama block. The big theatre space off to one side was empty, but twangs and toots came from a row of music practice rooms. Michelle threw open the door of practice room five, where two year eleven girls were hanging out.

				‘Wass-up, deputy dawgs?’ Michelle said, flicking her wrist and putting on a deliberately naff home boy act. ‘How’s my girlz hangin’?’

				The room was about a third the size of a classroom. It was pristine, with a polished wood floor, white walls and lots of electrical sockets for plugging in equipment. There was a table and a whiteboard scored with lines for musical notation and a battered upright piano.

				Summer stood by the door in silence as Michelle made introductions.

				‘My big sister Lucy,’ Michelle explained, as she pointed towards an Asian girl sitting behind a drum kit, then turned on a skinny black girl with a huge afro, perched atop the piano. ‘That’s Coco, our bass player.’

				Lucy pointed an accusing drumstick at Summer. ‘Why is this object standing in my rehearsal room looking like someone forgot to take the hanger out of its shirt?’

				‘Her name’s Summer,’ Michelle explained. ‘But you might remember her as Evita, from my spectacular year seven musical.’

				Summer reached for the door handle. ‘Listen,’ she said anxiously. ‘It’s nice meeting you guys, but I can’t get into any more trouble today. No offence, OK . . . ? I’m just gonna head back to the main building and find the referral classroom.’

				Summer twisted the handle, but Michelle’s shoulder hit the door, banging it shut.

				‘What are you doing?’ Summer shouted, as Michelle grinned manically.

				‘You have a great voice, Summer,’ Lucy said in a much friendlier tone. ‘Best thing in that musical by miles.’

				‘You’re forgetting my sleek moves with the maracas,’ Michelle said. ‘And this had to be fate. Summer never gets kicked out of class. She makes Miss Goody Two-Shoes look like a grave robbing crack addict. But just as I got off the phone to say I’m gonna come over here and jam with you gals, guess which little princess got kicked out of class right behind me?’

				Lucy climbed from behind her drum kit and stepped towards Summer. She was sixteen, with a stockier build than her sister and dark sweat patches on a grey boys’ PE shirt where she’d been hammering the drums. Summer felt a little sick.

				‘Just let me out,’ she said, shaking her fists with frustration. ‘I don’t want to sing.’

				Lucy was now right in her face. ‘We’ve been auditioning singers for our band,’ she told Summer softly. ‘But they all suck. Can’t you at least give us one song?’

				Summer thought about bundling Michelle out of the doorway, or screaming for help. But Lucy would surely side with her sister and the music room was soundproofed. Resigned to singing, she stepped out towards the drum kit and cleared her throat.

				For some reason the song that came to mind was ‘Wichita Lineman’, a Glen Campbell country number that she remembered one of her mum’s blokes singing when she was a toddler. Summer’s unaccompanied voice lacked enthusiasm, but it had a depth and richness that had no business coming from a thirteen-year-old girl.

				‘You’ve got some pipes on you!’ Lucy said enthusiastically. ‘Keep going.’

				Summer felt her cheeks burn as she shuffled her dirty plimsolls and looked at the floor. ‘I only know the first verse.’

				‘Join our band,’ Lucy begged. ‘You’ve got a great voice, why not use it?’

				Summer shook her head. ‘I’ve got a lot on my plate.’

				While Lucy pleaded, her younger sister turned angry.

				‘What’s on your plate?’ Michelle shouted accusingly. ‘You never talk to anyone. You never do anything. You might as well be dead.’

				A wounded look flashed over Summer’s face. Lucy thought Summer was about to cry and she pushed Michelle away.

				‘How you gonna persuade her like that?’ Lucy said angrily. ‘Her voice is awesome, but you can’t force someone into the band.’

				‘You never back me up!’ Michelle shouted, as she smashed the side of her fist against the whiteboard. ‘Oww!’

				‘I don’t back you up because you never think,’ Lucy shouted, as she grabbed the door to let Summer out of the room.

				Summer smiled, but her relief didn’t last. Along the hallway Mr Gubta was speaking furiously to a music teacher.

				‘A-ha!’ Mr Gubta said triumphantly. ‘Is your partner in crime there as well?’

				Summer felt like a ten-ton weight had landed on her back as Michelle stepped out behind with couldn’t give a damn written all over her face.

				‘How’s your fat, ugly, skank, cow, pig, moose of a wife?’ Michelle shouted, as she waved to Mr Gubta. Then, with no trace of remorse, she whispered softly in Summer’s ear. ‘He’s had it in for me ever since I wedged his highlighter pen in my butt crack and mooned him.’
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				Mr Gubta lectured Summer in the music block, then Mr Obernackle made her sit in his cramped head of year’s office and expressed his disappointment.

				She was a good girl, a clever girl and the last person he expected to see sitting in this office after school. Michelle was a toxic influence, and he was disappointed that Summer had shown such poor judgement by associating with her. Normally a first offender would get a warning. But this was a very serious incident. They were considering a talk with Summer’s parents. Obernackle wanted this behaviour nipped in the bud.

				Summer felt blank as she sat there looking down at Obernackle’s shiny suit trousers, wondering why his office smelled like sour milk. She nodded and said yes sir when she thought she was supposed to, and didn’t bother trying to explain how it all happened. Teachers always thought they were smarter than you and the implausible story behind her innocence would only drag things out.

				Her bus home stopped by a row of shops a few hundred metres from the Carr Road estate where she lived. Summer had a stress headache and aching feet after standing for the ten-minute ride. She wanted to go straight home, but there was nothing in her flat for dinner, so she cut through the automatic doors of the Spar supermarket.

				It was all ready meals by the entrance. She fancied microwave Chicken Korma or Crispy Tacos, but a pack for her and her nan would be six quid. So she got the £1.29 big value macaroni cheese, a bag of tangerines, a large tin of baked beans and a white loaf. She counted out coins as she waited behind a man buying lotto cards, and had just enough to treat herself to a small bag of chocolate Minstrels, which she crunched as she strolled aimlessly towards home.

				Kevin, from Summer’s class, stood astride his BMX in front of an off-licence. He broke away from a couple of younger lads and rolled slowly alongside her. He was tall, with broad shoulders. Summer had experienced a moment of attraction on sports day, when Kevin had lain at the edge of the playing field in shorts and trainers, eating a cheese roll while sweat drizzled down his muscular chest. But Kevin wasn’t the brightest and his high-pitched voice was a shocker.

				‘Ow’s it going then?’ he chirped. ‘Ya get in trouble with old Obernackle?’

				Summer raised one eyebrow. ‘He pinned a rosette on me,’ she said. ‘What do you think?’

				‘What’s a rosette?’ Kevin asked, completely missing the sarcasm. ‘Want some help with the shopping?’

				It was hard to tell whether Kevin was being nice, or planning to impress his pals with some hilarious scheme that involved making Summer chase around the estate after a Spar bag. So she didn’t answer. She just sighed and then felt a bit bad as Kevin turned his bike in a lazy circle and freewheeled back to his friends.

				‘See you then, Summer.’

				‘I suppose I’ll have to,’ she sighed, once Kevin was out of earshot.

				The slope up to her flats was uneven, with grass tufts growing out of cracks in the tarmac. The sun had made a late breakthrough and a rough crowd of boys kicked a ball around. Good parents didn’t let their lads out amidst the smashed bottles and dog turds.

				A man with a toddler in a buggy held the gate open for Summer. She stepped through and only noticed the out of order sign on the lift after jabbing the up button. Her feet were dying and if the concrete stairs hadn’t been so rank she’d have taken her plimsolls off before heading up.

				After eight flights breathing mildew, carrying the shopping and her schoolbag, she felt down as she walked along a gloomy hallway and unlocked the steel-barred gate over the door of flat twenty-three.

				‘Heya, Nan,’ Summer said, faking cheerfulness as she dumped the bags and ripped off her pumps.

				Her swollen feet glistened with sweat and her little toe bore the white circle of a popped blister.

				‘You’re late, love,’ Summer’s nan said, as her granddaughter joined her in the living room. ‘I dropped the bleedin’ remote down the side and missed my show.’

				The room was cosy, if a bit shabby. The wallpaper was peeling up near the ceiling. There were pictures of family members and long-dead cats, but a statue of Jesus on the cross took pride of place over the flickering gas fire.

				Eileen Smith was only fifty-eight, but she had severe asthma and a spinal injury after being knocked down by a hit-and-run driver. Even twelve steps to the bathroom exhausted her.

				Summer reached down between armchair and wall and fished the remote from a bed of sweet wrappers and moulding peanuts.

				‘Is it ITV you want?’

				Eileen nodded. ‘God bless you. The oxygen man hasn’t turned up. I don’t suppose he will now, either.’

				Summer backed away with a sigh. She checked the gauge on the oxygen bottle beside her nan’s chair.

				‘You’ve got a quarter of a bottle,’ Summer said. ‘That’s enough for tonight and tomorrow.’

				Summer wanted to sit in her room and get her head straight, but Eileen needed to breathe pure oxygen two or three times a day, so she walked back to the passage, took her mobile from her coat pocket and dialled the number printed on the empty cylinder by the front door.

				It cut straight to a recorded message when she dialled. ‘Welcome to NHS West Midlands oxygen supply service. Please have your patient number ready to assist with your enquiry.’

				The phone rang thrice more before another voice cut in. ‘Nobody is currently available to take your call. Our opening times are 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday to Friday and 9 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. on Saturdays. Please call again during these hours. Goodbye.’

				Then it went dead and Summer cursed as she pressed the end call button.

				‘Something up, love?’ Eileen asked.

				Any kind of stress made her nan’s asthma worse, so Summer adopted a breezy tone. ‘Just forgot the time,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to call tomorrow morning and ask why they didn’t turn up.’

				‘I’ll need a delivery tomorrow, Summer. I told you to call them last week, when we still had a bottle and a half.’

				‘I forgot,’ Summer growled, then moderated her tone as she went back through to the living room. ‘I need a shower, then I’ll make our tea. There’s macaroni, or I can do beans on toast.’

				Eileen locked her fingers together and smiled. ‘Whatever you want, love. Beans on toast is nice and warm.’

				‘I was going to get some mince and cook a proper spag bol,’ Summer said apologetically. ‘But it’s late and my head’s throbbing. You don’t mind if I shower first, do you?’

				‘Of course not,’ Eileen said. ‘And your feet are rubbed raw! How many times have I told you to wear socks?’

				‘I hate how they stop the air getting between your toes,’ Summer said, before diving into her little bedroom and grabbing the bath towel hooked on the back of the door. In the hallway she unzipped her bag and took out a wodge of tissue she’d stolen from the school toilets. Eileen’s incapacity benefit didn’t go far and this trick saved a pound or two every week.

				Summer left the bathroom door open in case her nan called out. She dropped her skirt, unbuttoned her polo shirt and tugged it over her head before holding it up to the light to inspect the charcoal stain. Worried that the black powder would affect something else in the washing-machine, she took it to the kitchen across the hallway, plugged the sink and rinsed the stain under hot water and a sprinkle of laundry detergent.

				As the shirt squelched under her hands, Summer glanced down at her sore feet on the cracked lino. Her knickers came from the market and were past their best and her bra was cutting into her sides. Her hair hadn’t been cut properly for ages and one of the clips had fallen out, leaving a tangle in front of her eyes.

				Summer wasn’t fourteen yet, but she felt haggard, like one of the young mums you saw around the estate. And at least they had cute babies to look after, instead of a middle-aged nan who got cranky and depressed because she couldn’t leave the house.

				She felt rotten thinking like that about her nan. Eileen had brought Summer up from age six. She was the only person who’d ever really loved her and it wasn’t like she’d got sick deliberately. But that didn’t stop Summer from feeling trapped.

				A tear welled as she remembered Michelle in the rehearsal room: You never talk to anyone. You never do anything. You might as well be dead.

				Maybe Michelle was nuts, but she’d summed up Summer’s life. Tears streamed down as she rested her forehead against the cupboard over the sink and let the hot tap scald her wrists.
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				It was gone five by the time Jay and Mr Currie had carried the drums and equipment from the school van and locked them away in the music rooms. Jay sat up front with the young teacher for the ten-minute ride home.

				‘You’ve got to admit, Tristan’s not a very good drummer,’ Jay said, as the van took a slow turn out of the school car park.

				It was starting to get dark. The traffic was at a rush-hour crawl and Mr Currie had glazed eyes. He was as disappointed as any of the kids. A win would have got Brontobyte’s picture in the local paper, boosting his music department. And the two hundred and fifty-quid voucher would have replaced the tambourines and maracas that got wrecked when a supply teacher let the year tens riot.

				‘Sir?’ Jay enquired, after a long silence. ‘Anyone home?’

				‘I’ll support and advise pupils who form their own groups,’ Mr Currie answered diplomatically. ‘But I don’t get involved in band politics. And you moan about Tristan, but your little display at the end of the performance was totally unprofessional.’
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