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ACCIDENTAL SUPERSTAR




So there I was, standing in the wings, ready to do my first major concert. I mean, seriously major, with masses of people watching and goodness knows how many more online.


Even though I’d practised and practised, I was shaking so badly I could barely hold my guitar. My hands were dripping sweat, and there was a fair chance that when I opened my mouth I’d barf all over the stage.


It was no use telling myself that everyone gets nervous. Because this was no ordinary concert.


I was about to sing live to twelve and a half thousand people.


And each and every one of them wanted to kill me.
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CHAPTER ONE


Let’s rewind.


So basically, I recorded a song in my bedroom. A song called ‘Just Me’. I’ve always written songs, ever since I can remember, and sat in my bedroom and sung them. Like using up all the hot water and leaving my homework on the bus, writing songs is just something that I do. And this song wasn’t especially different from the others.


Except that my friend Jaz put it on YouTube.


And it went a bit viral.


OK, a lot viral.


It started with everyone at school and then went sort of crazy. Like, being-played-on-Radio-1-level crazy. Lacey said that her aunt went to Thailand and ‘Just Me’ was coming out of the speakers there. It’s kind of upsetting that my song gets to go to Thailand when I’ve never managed to get any further than Plymouth.


Anyway, I ended up getting signed to a record label called Top Music, which I still can’t really believe, because this is me we’re talking about. Katie Cox, pizza lover, boy band hater and possessor of the World’s Wonkiest Fringe.


Being signed to Top Music meant all sorts of things. It meant I had my song go to number two in the charts. It meant that I was supposed to be writing music for a concert and an album. And it meant that I was with the same record label as the annoying boy band Karamel.


This last point wasn’t particularly significant, except that, in a moment of extreme foolishness, I’d promised my classmate Savannah that I would get her tickets to go and see them, and she would not let me forget it. Seriously, the girl was obsessed.


‘Katie, you know those Karamel tickets . . . ?’


and


‘You did promise me, Katie.’


and


‘It’s, like, completely fine and everything but they are touring at the moment and you made me a promise and if you don’t keep it I will tell the entire internet about the time at my birthday party when you fell into my cake. I have pictures, Katie.’


We were at school, sitting in the scrubby bit behind the back of the labs. You’d think that a number-two-selling pop star would, perhaps, have more glamorous places to be.


In fact, a month on and I hadn’t seen any money from my mega hit, and even if it did ever turn up, Mum assured me that there was no way I was allowed to spend it on starting a new life in Hollywood. And, actually, for all my pleading, I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to live alone in a mansion made of gold. At least not until after the end-of-term disco.


‘All right, FINE,’ I said.


‘Really?’ Savannah’s face was shining like I’d opened up her head and stuck a tea light in her mouth. ‘Babes, you are rocking my world. Backstage passes, yes, yes?’


You would also think that being a number-two-selling pop star would elevate me into a position at least slightly above Savannah, even if she was the richest and prettiest girl in my form.


Oh well.


I started texting the head of Top Music. ‘I’m asking.’






Hi Tony, I was wondering if my friend could have a ticket and backstage pass to see Karamel when they come to London? Thanks, Katie.






‘OK?’ I held it up to show her.


‘Eew!’ said Savannah, who has seen far too many American high school movies. ‘You cannot seriously expect me to go on my own.’


‘I seriously can.’


At which point Savannah went grey, which is quite hard to do when you’re slathered in spray tan. ‘Katie. You are asking me to meet my future boyfriend while looking . . .’ She paused, her mouth making funny little shapes as she tried to bend her lips around the word ‘unpopular’.


Now, there is a big difference between looking unpopular and being unpopular and, unlike Savannah, I have experienced both. So even though, really, I think Savannah would probably benefit from a dose of unpopularity, I softened enough to say:


‘All right. I’ll ask for two tickets.’


Sofie and Paige pinged upright, and Savannah’s head swivelled from one to the other. In the space of ten seconds she’d gone from wounded possum to queen cobra.


‘Pleeeease can I come?’ said Sofie. ‘I will give you anything you want, Savannah.’


‘I’ll give you double,’ said Paige. ‘My fake Gucci purse, even. Anything.’


‘But that’s not fair!’ cried Sofie. ‘I don’t have a fake Gucci purse to give!’


I am not one to mess with a friendship as beautiful as the Sofie-Savannah-Paige triangle, although I have to say, I did consider it. But the fallout would have been too great, both for the world and its fake Gucci leatherwear.


‘Three tickets,’ I said. ‘I will ask for three tickets.’


‘Thanks, Katie.’


‘Thank you!’


‘Can you make it four?’


Now, this was a surprise.


Because the words had come from my best friend, Lacey.


Lacey, who had always agreed with me that boy bands are an insult to music. And that the worst and most insulting boy band of all is Karamel.


‘Ha ha ha,’ I said. ‘You’re funny, Lace.’


She wasn’t laughing back. ‘Yes or no?’


‘Lacey, you cannot actually be suggesting that you want to spend an evening watching Karamel.’


‘It’s either that or watch telly with Mum,’ said Lacey, who, to be fair, does have quite a scary mum.


‘But—’


‘I want to go,’ said Lacey. ‘It’ll be fun.’


‘Four tickets,’ I said. And then I hit send.


‘Aren’t you coming?’ said Lacey.


‘I am not,’ I said. ‘On account of Karamel being literally the worst boy band in the whole universe. Also, I have tons of other things to do. I am so busy right now.’


‘Whoah, have you still not written your song?’ said Lacey. ‘What’s the hold-up?’


‘There’s no hold-up. It’s going great,’ I said quickly, and then looked hard at my phone until everyone started talking about something else.


This is the difficulty with having a song do well on the internet. It starts out all exciting and brilliant and everyone says well done and sends the link to their cousin in Australia and maybe you even get a record deal and end up on the front page of the Harltree Gazette.


And then, just as you’re getting used to everything being sort of awesome, it happens. Someone says:


‘So, what’s next?’


And once one person’s said it, they all do. It’s not enough that there’s a song out there, a song you’re really proud of, that everyone’s been clicking on and singing at you in newsagents. Nope.


They want more.


Have you written the next one yet?


When’s it out?


We can’t wait!


In fact, I had some potential next ones. More than some; loads and loads. Hundreds, really, because I’ve been writing songs since I was tiny.


Only, somehow, even though I had notebook after notebook full of lyrics, most of them didn’t seem quite right. For example, last night I found one I’d started a while back, about spaghetti hoops, and in my memory it was really funny. But when I sat down and actually sang it, it was just this weird unfinished thing about spaghetti hoops. I mean, spaghetti hoops are nice, and all, but I’m not sure they merit their own song.


I still had plenty of decent ones to play Tony, though. And, as I said to myself, over and over and over again, it’s only natural to have the jitters – absolutely nothing to worry about.


‘Actually,’ I said, interrupting a conversation about Karamel’s latest album artwork, ‘I’m going into Top Music tomorrow to play them some stuff. And I’m sort of feeling a bit anxious about it.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ said Lacey. ‘If I were you I’d be really worried.’


‘Would you?’ This seemed remarkably insensitive, coming from my BF. ‘Huh.’


‘Why isn’t he replying?’ said Savannah, who was more interested in my phone than my creative process. ‘Didn’t you make it clear that this is important?’


‘Savannah, I texted the head of one of the country’s biggest music labels. I’m not sure that arranging your concert tickets is right up there on his list of priorities.’


‘So you didn’t make it clear that it was important. Honestly, Katie, becoming a celebrity has made you so self-centred.’


My phone flashed.


Everyone leaned in, Savannah’s fingers doing this sort of grabby motion, like one of those claw machines you get at the seaside that always pick up the teddy and then drop it at the very last second, making you spend your entire allowance on a stuffed toy you don’t even want when you actually needed the money for fish and chips.


‘It’s a yes,’ I said. ‘Next Thursday, four front-row VIP tickets will be waiting at the box office, plus wristbands for the backstage party afterwards. All sorted, any problems just speak to security. Oh. Next Thursday is July the ninth. That’s—’


I stopped talking because the screaming had got so loud and so high that no one would have heard me. It was like someone had stomped on a box of bats.


‘Oh my God, I am going to meet Karamel!’


‘They are so beautiful!’


‘This is it. This is the best thing to ever happen to me.’


‘I am going to marry him. This is where it begins. Me and Kurt. Forever!’


‘No, I’m going to marry him.’


‘No, I am.’


The squeaks paused for the tiniest second, and I opened my mouth.


‘Can we all just calm down a minute here and—’


At which point Savannah said, ‘WHAT AM I GOING TO WEAR?’


And after that I could have said anything at all, to be honest, because no one would have heard me.


So I tried to meet Lacey’s eye, with my Wow, these three are being crazy right now face.


Only, she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Paige, and saying:


‘Do you think Kristian will talk to me? We could double-date . . .’


And I did wonder whether me and my best friend were ever so slightly growing apart.


Just a bit.


‘Katie, babes, are you OK? Because you are making the most ugly face right now.’


‘Thanks for letting me know, Savannah.’


‘No problem.’


‘Actually,’ I went on, ‘I am a bit upset. Because July the ninth is—’


Only, the bell was ringing, and Savannah and Paige and Sofie and Lacey were swinging off across the car park, chanting ‘WE’RE GOING TO SEE KARAMEL’ at the top of their voices.


I sighed, and said, ‘July the ninth is my birthday.’


But they were too far away to hear.
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CHAPTER TWO


‘Hang on,’ said my big sister Amanda, who had been scrolling through the latest celeb gossip on Pop Trash, but now put her phone down in order to gape at my stupidity. ‘You offered half your form free tickets and backstage passes to see the biggest boy band on the planet, and you’re upset because they said yes?’


Mands has a very annoying way of seeing things, sometimes.


‘They should know better,’ I said. ‘Well, not Savannah’s lot. But Lacey should.’


‘Why?’


Honestly. ‘Because LACEY HATES KARAMEL.’


Amanda raised one of her eyebrows. ‘Does she? Or do you?’


And then she did the big-sister thing she does where she attempts to look really, really wise.


I couldn’t even tell her to go back to her own room. Back in the spring Mum and her new boyfriend Adrian had teamed up to buy the world’s most useless house and we’d all moved in together.


You wouldn’t think that a house could be useless, as all it really needs to do is to stand there without falling down. But our house wasn’t even managing to do that. There were cracks in the walls and the garage roof had collapsed and when they finally got a surveyor to come round he said that one side of the house had subsidence and needed underpinning as a matter of urgency.


Which is a fancy way of saying that it might fall down.


So now the half of the house with the most cracks in it was strictly out of bounds. Which meant that Amanda’s room was out of action. Which meant that she’d had to move in with me.


I’d been trying to look on the bright side of things. It was much easier to borrow her stuff when it was sitting in the same wardrobe as mine.


And . . . Actually, that was pretty much the only positive.


I mean, she’s my sister and everything, but is it really necessary for her to fold her pants? Or to make my bed? Or to make me listen to every last track released by Friends of Noom or the Zits or whatever weird and unknown band she’s currently into?


‘We both hate Karamel,’ I told her. ‘Boy band? More like boy bland.’ I waited for some acknowledgement of what had been quite a clever thing to say, but Amanda’s face wasn’t moving, so I carried on. ‘Lacey and I have always been extremely clear on the matter. They are the three most annoying boys on the face of the earth and they have stupid hair. Their names all begin with a K. Even Kolin. I mean, come on. Kolin! And they can’t sing.’


‘Kurt is a very accomplished singer and a terrific guitarist,’ said Mands. ‘How much Karamel have you actually heard?’


‘I try not to listen to them!’ Now I was really getting quite worked up.


‘So you agree that you could be wrong?’


By this time I was seriously considering taking up residence in Amanda’s old room. Yeah, there was every chance it would crumble and kill me, but if I stayed in the presence of my older sister for very much longer then I was going to kill her.


‘I think I might go out for a bit,’ I said.


‘Don’t you have a history essay to do?’ said Ms Annoying. ‘And a song to write?’


‘Yeah, well,’ I said.


‘And aren’t you going in to see Top Music tomorrow?’


‘Yes. And . . .’


‘Katie, do you have anything to play them? Anything at all?’


‘There’s a song about spaghetti hoops,’ I said. ‘It’s . . . it’s not very good.’ I threw myself face down on to my bed, which had a bowl of cornflake mush on the pillow, which I didn’t notice until it had gone everywhere. ‘Uuuurgh.’


‘Well, if you will leave food there . . .’


‘I can’t write, Manda. I’ve forgotten how to do it! I sit down and I stare at the page and nothing seems to come out and I don’t understand. And now I have cereal gunge in my nostrils.’


She got down on her haunches beside me, and handed me a T-shirt to mop up the mess. And actually, when I looked up and saw her expression of genuine concern, I felt a proper little shiver of fear.


‘Katie, of course you know how to do it. You just need to start believing in yourself again.’


‘I do believe in myself! I know I can write songs. What I don’t know is why I can’t seem to write them at the moment.’


‘Uh,’ said Amanda, which seemed to sum it up.


‘I’m going out for some fresh air,’ I said.


So out I went, off down the lane, doing my usual pause at the corner before the bus stop in case my fellow classmate and all-round nutcase Mad Jaz was there. Not that I was avoiding her or anything; it’s just useful to have a bit of a warning before you see Mad Jaz, because of her being so mad.


Like, a few months ago, this young teaching assistant guy gave her a telling-off for wearing non-regulation tights. No one knows how she did it, but the next day when he came into school, all his hair had fallen out. Even his eyebrows.


Or how she’s apparently been banned from every single branch of Lidl. Not just in Harltree. Not even just in Essex. She’s been banned from every branch in the WORLD.


The bus stop appeared. And, phew. She wasn’t there.


I carried on, down towards the main road, half thinking I should go back. That’s the problem with walks. You have to have a plan before you set off or they feel a bit pointless.


Then my phone started to go.


It was Dad.


I answered on the third ring.


‘Dad! Hi!’


‘How’s my little superstar?’


‘Really well, thanks.’


‘House still standing?’


‘Of course it is,’ I said, because the only thing worse than living in a falling-down house was admitting as much to Dad. When he and Mum divorced we had to sell our old house, and somehow he’d managed to rent a pad in America with his half of the cash, right on the beach, while we ended up in chaos. His flat looked like the kind of place you’d go to on holiday. No – correction. It looked like the kind of place Savannah would go to on holiday. And Savannah gets her jeans from Harrods.


‘Great! And how’s your new career?’


‘Um. Actually, Dad, I could do with a bit of advice on that. I’ve got this big meeting tomorrow with the record label and I’m supposed to play them a load of new stuff. Only, I haven’t written any.’


When I said it out loud, it sounded very, very bad.


‘Easy! Just play them some of your old stuff and tell them it’s new. They won’t know the difference.’


‘But . . . I played lots of it at the concert in Adrian’s shop.’


‘Like anyone remembers exactly what you played.’


It wasn’t the best solution, but it was a solution. ‘OK, maybe I’ll try that.’


‘How is Mr Scuzzy Record Shop?’


‘Adrian? He’s really well, thanks. And the shop’s so busy. You know Mands is working in there full time now, and she’s doing this gig night once a week, with new bands, it’s been selling out.’ There was this pause and I was clearly supposed to ask him about his new partner too. I lasted as long as I could, which was two seconds, and then I said it: ‘And how’s Catriona?’


‘Not so good,’ said Dad.


Which was a first. Ever since he went stateside, Dad’s life has been one hundred per cent fantastic.


‘Er, how do you mean?’ I said. ‘She’s not ill, is she?’ I knew as I said it that she probably wasn’t. I mean, Catriona is a twenty-five-year-old vegan Pilates instructor. They don’t get ill. They can’t.


‘She’s found a new direction.’


‘What direction was she going in before?’


‘Katie, Catriona and I have decided to uncouple.’


Ah.


‘Oh Dad, I’m sorry,’ I said, which wasn’t necessarily true, but he seemed glad I’d said it.


‘Probably for the best,’ said Dad. ‘Because of the apartment.’


‘Still seeing dolphins from the kitchen window?’ I asked.


‘Yes. No.’ He cleared his throat. This was turning out to be the strangest Dad conversation ever. ‘The dolphins haven’t gone anywhere. But I have.’


‘But why?’


‘Fancied a change, didn’t I? A man can have too many dolphins.’


‘So, where are you living now?’


‘Well,’ said Dad. ‘Thought I might head over to see you guys for a bit. While I’m between places.’


‘Seriously?’ I thought my heart might tear out of my chest and explode. ‘That would be brilliant! When were you thinking? Next month? Or is that too soon? Sorry, that’s probably too soon, isn’t it?’


‘I can’t wait until next month to see my best girl. How about . . . next week?’


‘Next week? Wow. Yes. YES!’


‘Hold on . . .’ There was a pause and some tapping. ‘Confirmed. Sorry, I was just buying the plane ticket.’


‘BRILLIANT! Will you bring your guitar?’


‘Sure thing-a-ling.’


‘I can’t wait,’ I said, because I couldn’t.


‘Got to go, Katie. But – can I ask a quick favour?’


‘Anything.’


‘Could you tell your mother for me?’


‘Sure,’ I said.


‘Love you, K.’


‘Love you too, Dad. I’m so glad you’re coming home.’


Well, after that I was practically dancing. I know this because three cars on the main road slowed down to honk at me.


So I swung back up towards our lane, noticing how the air smelt better and the sky was just that bit more blue.


And perhaps I should have spent a little more time looking at what was going on straight ahead rather than sniffing the breeze and tilting my head at the clouds. Because I neglected to do my usual around-the-corner check and ran smack bang into Mad Jaz.


She was wearing this top that was half red netting and half slashed black shiny stuff, along with a truly epic level of liquid eyeliner.


I did consider pretending that I hadn’t seen her and carrying on walking, but I decided against it. Jaz and I are sort of friends these days, although it’s a slightly uneasy friendship, at least from my side of things, as it’s based partly on liking Jaz, but also partly on fear.


Also, Jaz had seen me and was calling, ‘Katie!’


‘Hi, Jaz,’ I said.


‘How’s the songwriting?’ said Jaz.


‘Oh, you know,’ I mumbled. Then, to change the subject to something that I actually wanted to talk about, ‘My dad’s coming home. From America! Maybe he’ll be back for my birthday? He said next week, and my birthday’s on Thursday . . .’


‘I thought your dad was that guy you live with.’


‘Adrian? Urgh, no! Adrian is Mum’s boyfriend. No. My dad’s this super-cool musician who lives in California. And he’s coming back next week.’


‘OK,’ said Jaz.


‘So I can’t stay and chat,’ I said. ‘I have to go home and tell Mum.’


‘Why are you telling her?’


‘He asked me if I would.’


‘So he’s laid it on you? Nice of him.’


‘It was, actually,’ I said. ‘Dad wanted me to know first. We have this really special relationship. And anyway, Mum will be fine with it; she’s got Adrian now.’


Jaz fell into step beside me. ‘Has he always been in America?’


‘No,’ I said, speeding up in the hope that maybe she’d drop back and go away. She didn’t. ‘He moved there a few months ago, after the divorce. He got this cool flat by the sea. You can watch dolphins from the kitchen window. Well, you could. He’s just moved out.’ Then, as I thought about it properly, ‘Maybe there’s a chance that he’s back forever. How cool would that be?!’


‘Depends,’ said Jaz. ‘Was it one of those good divorces, where everyone stays friends?’


I really wanted to say yes. But I couldn’t. It had pretty much been the opposite of that. ‘Not especially,’ I said.


‘And your mum thought he was safely in America. Only now he’s back in just a few days, and he wasn’t even brave enough to tell her himself, so he’s got you doing it,’ said Jaz.


‘That is a very twisted way of looking at things,’ I told her. Although I have to say, the sky had gone back to its normal colour and I could definitely detect a bit of diesel on the breeze.


We’d reached my front door.


‘Good luck,’ said Jaz.


‘What for?’


Jaz smiled. ‘Katie, you are about to tell your mum that your dad, who she hates, is coming home next week, and that he was too cowardly to tell her himself.’


‘Honestly, Jaz. It’s no big deal. See you Monday, OK?’


And then I was back in the hall, with its familiar smell of damp and a strange sort of soupiness that we’d recently traced to a particular patch of carpet.


I couldn’t go upstairs, not with You Know Who in my bedroom. So I went into the kitchen, instead.


‘Katie, love!’


‘Oh, hi, Mum.’


‘Are you all right? Has something happened?’


I was going to tell her, I really was. It’s just, I don’t know, maybe Mad Jaz had spooked me with her madness.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Nothing’s happened.’


‘In that case, why haven’t you done the washing-up?’


‘Because,’ I said, trying to keep the wobble out of my voice, ‘I have a very important meeting with my record label tomorrow, and I am TRYING to write a song.’
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CHAPTER THREE


I think it’s fair to say that as far as my music career is concerned, Mum is not a fan.


This is for a number of reasons. Some of them are fair enough. Others are completely nuts.




• And I do appreciate that this is a big one – Tony, the head of my record label, had sort of tried to destroy my entire life in order to get revenge on Mum’s new boyfriend, Adrian. So yes, all right, I can see why she might have a few trust issues when it comes to Top Music. I kind of have them too, even though ever since my single went into the charts they have been very nice indeed, sending me chocolates and cards and more bunches of flowers than we have vases to put them in (i.e. two).


• Mum reckons that it will stop me from putting any effort into my schoolwork. I pointed out to her that I never put much effort into my schoolwork anyway. This did not seem to help.


• Dad is a musician. This means that I am not allowed to be a musician too. No, I don’t understand this one either.




After the whole single-going-viral-concert thing had happened, Tony took Mum and Adrian and Manda and me out for dinner in London at this ultra-glam restaurant called The Ivy. Me and Mands spent most of the meal celebrity-spotting (we saw Amanda Holden, Stephen Fry and someone who we are fairly sure is in Game of Thrones), while the adults talked about contracts and percentages and things that I did want to be interested in, but somehow found I wasn’t.


By the end, and after a couple of glasses of champagne, Mum was smiling, and even let Tony kiss her on both cheeks, although once he’d got into the back of his fancy black car outside, she said, ‘I don’t trust that man as far as I can throw him.’ But it seemed that she had agreed to ‘see how things go’, which, when I quizzed Adrian later, meant she would let me record an album, so long as I didn’t take even a single morning off school and that any money I made was put into an account that I couldn’t get to until I was about seventy.


‘And the second it makes you unhappy, then that’s it, game over,’ said Adrian.


‘Of course,’ I said.


So on the morning of going in to see Top Music, I made sure to seem especially upbeat, singing in the shower and eating three of the four slightly stale croissants Adrian had found reduced in Morrisons.


‘I still don’t know, Katie,’ said Mum, looking down at a sea of pastry flakes. ‘I just think—’


‘I know what you just think,’ I told her. ‘And I’m just saying, let me try it. If I don’t like it, I’ll stop.’


We’d already had this conversation about seventeen times in the last week. I really couldn’t see why we needed to be having it again now, when there was a train to catch and people waiting for me.


Which I told her. And she sighed.


‘It’s going to change you, Katie.’


‘Er, I don’t think so.’


‘Well, what if it changes the people around you? How are you going to feel when your friends start treating you differently? Some people are weak, Katie, and who knows what they’ll do for a bit of attention, an envelope full of cash . . .’


‘Like who? Lacey?’


‘I don’t want to see you hurt,’ said Mum. ‘That’s all.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘But I won’t be. Adrian’ll look after me. You trust him, don’t you?’


I said this knowing full well that Mum would not be able to say that, no, she didn’t trust her boyfriend. And then, as I’d hoped, she gave me a kiss and headed off to the hospital for her shift, leaving me to exchange a look with Adrian, and swipe the final croissant.


‘Katie, hello! And Adrian! Mate! So great to see you both.’


And then there we were in Top Music’s great big glass meeting room – me, my guitar and Adrian.


That was our side of the table. In the middle there was a plate of (what I knew from past experience would be really delicious) biscuits. Then on the other side sat Tony Topper, the head of Top Music, with his rich-man stubble and bright white teeth, and skin that would make an orange feel pale.


‘So, we’re just finalizing the details for your first concert,’ said Tony.


‘Er, OK. Um.’


He leaned forward and I wondered how he made his shirt so incredibly crisp. Maybe he just got a new one out of the packet every morning. That’s what I’d do.


‘You seem a bit worried.’


‘Well, yes. I’ve never done a big concert before. I mean, the only one I’ve done was in the shop, which is tiny and in Harltree and full of mouldy old vinyl.’ I remembered the shop’s owner was sitting next to me. ‘But you know, completely supercool.’


‘It’s OK, Katie,’ murmured Adrian.


‘All I’m saying is that . . . I’m a tiny bit worried about it,’ I said. ‘Not, you know, super worried. Just, averagely worried. The normal level of worried.’


Tony showed me a mouthful of expensive teeth.


‘No problem, Katie. We’ll keep this first one pretty small, shall we? More of a showcase than a concert. Intimate and low key. Just have some industry people in, a select group of fans, a few friends, and that’s it.’ He took a sip of coffee. ‘And of course put the word out that you’re playing and then make sure no one can get tickets. That’s always a good way to generate buzz for a new artist. Get you trending on social media.’


I’m sorry, but there is literally nothing more cringey than when a grown-up says ‘trending on social media’. Tony may be a humongously successful music boss with all the world’s money, but ‘trending on social media’? Er, I don’t think so.


‘And if it all goes well, we’ll have you playing Wembley soon enough. So –’ he nodded towards my guitar – ‘shall we?’


At which point I kind of got a bit panicky and spent far too long tuning up, during which Adrian ate two biscuits and got crumbs all over the table.


‘OK,’ I said, eventually, when I couldn’t put it off any longer. ‘So, this is “Cake Boyfriend”, which is kind of my favourite song from everything I have. I mean, it’s maybe not quite single material. But I think it should definitely be on the album. Maybe.’


And then I started to play.


Now, here’s the thing. I wasn’t at all feeling it when I started.


But music’s sort of like magic, isn’t it? Not that I believe in magic, but if I did, I’d say that songs are spells, and as you’re singing them, you’re kind of pulling everyone around you into this glimmery bubble where nothing else matters. It’s just you and the music.


The song finished, and I stopped, and smiled, feeling a bit giddy.


And Tony said, ‘That’s fine, I suppose. Anything else?’


Then I played through ‘Song for a Broken Phone’, only Tony said that most people get free upgrades on their contracts and are quite glad when their phones break as it gives them an excuse to get a new one.


So I played ‘London Yeah’, only Tony said that it was too UK-focused, and I needed to think about foreign audiences, and so I sort of gave up and concentrated on eating the remaining biscuits, which in fact weren’t quite as nice as I’d remembered.


‘Katie, forgive me if I’m wrong,’ said Tony, who did not look like a man who thought he was wrong, or who thought he needed to be forgiven, ‘but didn’t you play all these songs at the record-shop concert?’


Rumbled. ‘Maybe . . .’


‘Have you got anything new? Anything at all?’


‘I’ve got the beginnings of a song about spaghetti hoops,’ I said.


The awkward pause that followed lasted for something like infinity.


‘We’ll send over some ideas,’ said Tony. ‘And it’s great that you’re coming to the Karamel gig. Kurt’s a real fan of yours.’


‘Oh, I’m not actually—’


‘You two should collaborate on something.’


‘Er.’


‘Great, I’ll run it by him.’ He saw me eyeing what was left of the biscuits. ‘Have one, have one! They’re here for you. And congratulations again, Katie. We’re so excited.’


‘Me too.’


‘Just, try not to put too much pressure on yourself, OK? With the writing. It’ll come.’


‘OK,’ I said, through a big mouthful of biscuit.


‘If you can,’ said Tony, ‘try to go for something incredibly universal, that’ll really translate. Something that your fans can latch on to, like they did with “Just Me”. Funny but serious. Introspective but upbeat. You know the kind of thing.’
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