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CHAPTER ONE
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Gerry Fortuna’s funeral had been a major event, taking place on a bleak winter’s day in Birmingham Cathedral. It was made all the more poignant as it was there he and Janine had married only four years earlier. The magnificent setting was filled with mourners, along with hundreds more outside braving the bitterly cold weather, just to pay their respects to a man who had single-handedly changed the music scene in the city.

Janine had wanted it to be a private affair, but public opinion had been so strong that she had reluctantly agreed to their wishes. On the day, she was tastefully dressed all in black - a tailored Dior suit, a stylish fedora and a huge pair of sunglasses, perfectly portraying the grieving widow. Sitting in the funeral limousine alongside Janine, DCI Ray Law felt underdressed in his black work suit, white button-down collar shirt and black tie. He couldn’t help thinking about what she’d told him the day after Gerry’s death; and how he had begrudgingly agreed to hold back on any action until the funeral and all the memorial ceremonies had finished. 

Gerry’s secretary Judy Watson had attended with her boyfriend, the singer Pete Peterson both also dressed in black. Pete wore a full-length military-style leather coat complete with epaulettes, bought especially from a stall in the trendy Oasis market, and tight black jeans. Judy at his side, was in an elegant ankle-length cashmere overcoat with a black fur collar. They had accepted Janine’s invitation to ride in the funeral car alongside her and Ray. Sitting in silence as the cortege set off on its journey from outside The Hideout, they too shared the knowledge of what Janine had told Ray about the conversation she overheard between Gerry and his best man Bobby McGregor, but had agreed to leave what happened next up to him.

The congregation had comprised friends and associates of Gerry, including members of the Barton family who Gerry had worked for when he first started in the business. Even the retired owner of the Coliseum, Harry Castle was there. Chief Constable George Williams had who attended in his full dress uniform was sitting with members of The Flames, Pete Peterson’s band and many other local musicians who had played at Gerry’s clubs. The Cathedral was bursting at the seams with councillors, politicians, and and sportsmen, while sitting unnoticed in a pew at the back, the footballer George Best, who Gerry had named his bar Georgie’s after, had turned up to pay his respects. 

It had been an emotional service, punctuated by various speeches, some funny, some sad. Followed ironically by a recording of a piece of music played by Alex Mitchell, finished off with a eulogy read out by Bobby McGregor.

It had been difficult for Ray to stand next to Bobby McGregor in the cathedral watching as he shed tears, when he knew the truth of what had happened the previous week. The trouble was he only had Janine’s account of the conversation, which she overheard take place between her husband and McGregor in the FAM office when they discussed the planned murder of Alex Mitchell. He didn’t think it would be strong enough to stand up in court; especially as he’d already interviewed Gerry alongside his solicitor Julia Davies, who he knew would offer a formidable defence if it was decided to pursue it any further.

The uplifting sound of the choir had accompanied the congregation as they sang the final hymn, Onward Christian Soldiers, one of Gerry’s favourites. Then it was all over. Gerry’s coffin was taken for private burial alongside his parents, and finally Janine had arrived home to the empty mansion she’d shared with her husband in the Warwickshire countryside. 

After showering and wrapping herself in a luxurious, towelling dressing gown, feeling lost and alone, she went downstairs and in the huge kitchen she’d designed herself opened a bottle of Bollinger; something Gerry had introduced her to the first time they met. Pouring herself a glass she looked around and came to the conclusion she didn’t want to be there anymore. She decided tomorrow would be the first day of a new life. The time to do something fresh and exciting, and drinking the glass back in one, she knew who she wanted to share it with.

DCI Ray Law was in his office at police headquarters, when George Williams, the Chief Constable and his mentor called, asking him to come up to his office. He ran up the two flights of stairs and knocked on the door.

“Ah Ray, come in; come in,” George called out. He was already brewing a pot of his legendary coffee and poured out two steaming mugs, handing one to Ray.

“As I didn’t get the chance to talk to you yesterday at the funeral I thought I’d have a chat with you personally before the news leaks out.” He motioned for Ray to sit in one of the two leather armchairs in the corner. “I’m retiring, Ray. I’ve had enough and feel it’s about time the wife and I did something for ourselves. I’ll be frank, I don’t like the way things are going in the force, and I’ve decided to get out now.”

Ray started to speak but George carried on.

“I know it might seem sudden, but I’ve thought long and hard about it, and I’ve made up my mind.”

“I’ll be sorry to see you go, George,” Ray said trying to hide his disappointment. “Any idea who will replace you?”

“As far as I’m aware no decision has been made yet, although I think they’ll be starting interviewing candidates pretty soon.” George gave a sigh. “I’m sorry Ray but what with the bombing and then the shooting, I think it’s time I handed over to a younger man." He paused taking a drink of his coffee. “While you’re here though, is there any news on the Gerry Fortuna case?”

“Not a thing. The assailant just disappeared into thin air. There were plenty of potential witnesses at the scene as you know, but nobody could finger him.”

“What about Janine? Didn’t she think she heard the man say something to Gerry?.”

“She thought she heard someone say Bocan and possibly the name Mulligan, but it all happened so fast she can’t be sure. And there were so many people milling around them, she couldn’t identify anyone. The guy was clever. I’d say it was a professional hit.”

George sat back warming his hands on his coffee mug.

“What about Alex Mitchell? Any more on that?”

Ray had decided not to report what Janine had told him, and now that George was leaving it seemed pointless to say anything to him. He shook his head. “I’ve spoken with Ginger Thompson in forensics. He said the body being in the water destroyed any evidence. We constantly seem to be going down blind alleys. It’s really frustrating that there were two major murders in the city within days of each other, and we don’t have a single strong lead on either.”

“Well keep me in the loop. I’m not going just yet and if you need any help, let me know.”

Ray’s phone was ringing as he walked back in his office, and he picked up the receiver.

“Hey DCI Law, how are you?” It was Janine Fortuna.

“I’m fine, Mrs. Fortuna. What can I do for you?” he replied trying to sound professional.

“I was wondering if you’d like to come out to the house for dinner tonight? I have something I’d like to run past you. Oh, and I’m cooking ham, cabbage, and spuds, an old Irish recipe.”

He’d never been there before. Their nights of clandestine lovemaking had only ever been at his tiny apartment in Barlowe, so he was intrigued by her request and the prospect of seeing the amazing Georgian residence.

“I’d love to,” he said writing down the directions she gave him.

“Grand. Be here at seven-thirty.” She rang off.

It was a fine sunny evening as he drove out of the city in the new white Ford Escort he’d bought to replace the one he’d written off in the incident with the Irish bomber, Frank Kelly. The 1300cc GT Sport wasn’t a patch on his old 1.6 Lotus, and he thought to himself he’d love to be winding his way through the Warwickshire countryside in it. 

He turned into Janine’s gravel drive, parking at the side of Gerry’s gleaming Rolls Royce. He was standing looking at the wonderful old mansion and its surroundings when Janine came running out of the huge front door and threw her arms around him. She kissed him passionately, dragging him by the hand into the oak-panelled hallway with its suit of armour standing erect at the bottom of the winding staircase. He thought it wasn’t the only thing that was erect as she led him up the stairs and into the bedroom, with its imposing four-poster bed.

Ray lay soaked in sweat after they had finished, watching as she climbed out of bed and walked naked across the room, which was now bathed in winter sunshine. She opened a bottle of champagne and filled two cut-glass flutes. They clinked glasses in a toast as she sat down on the edge of the bed. 

She was thoughtful for a moment sipping her champagne, then she finally spoke. “As a result of recent events I’m now a very rich lady, and I’ve decided I want a new challenge with some excitement in my life.” She paused and looked at Ray. “And I want you to share it with me!”

Ray almost choked on his champagne. “Wow, but yeah, of course. I mean why not. We already do don’t we?” he spluttered surprised by her statement.

“I’ve made a decision. I’m going to sell the mansion and move to Los Angeles and I want you to come with me!”

Ray was taking in what she had just said but before he had chance to speak she carried on.

“I’ve also decided I’m going to manage Pete Peterson full time. He’s got a great deal in the States and although he’s a pain in the arse sometimes, I want to be there to make him the biggest star in the world. Gerry saw something special in him, and I’m going to carry his work on. He’s leaving for LA in the next few weeks, so I’ve decided I’m going with him and I need you by my side. I love you Ray. Say you’ll come with me.”

Ray was speechless. He just stared at her and started to laugh.

“What are you laughing about?” She sounded annoyed. “Come on, what’s so funny? I’m being serious.”

“I can’t believe what you’ve just said. I’ve been considering my future with the police, especially since George Williams has announced he’s retiring. I was wondering what the hell I was going to do, and now you’ve just made up my mind.”

She put down her glass and held his hands looking him in the eyes. “So what’s your answer?”

“Try and stop me!” he said pulling her to him and kissing her. “I love you too.”

They finished the bottle of champagne, and she started stroking him seductively before suddenly jumped up. “Oh my God, can you smell burning? Jeesus, our dinner!” She ran down the stairs pulling on her dressing gown.

The following couple of weeks saw Janine, Ray and Pete faced with huge life-changing challenges, which they all handled in their own ways. Christmas was approaching, and Janine was anxious to get everything sorted before the holidays were upon them.

She had systematically arranged each of her meetings, allowing herself plenty of time to make sure everything was completed. Her first job was to get the Georgian mansion on the market. She was pleased that the original estate agent had agreed to handle the sale. He’d explained he felt an affinity with the property, and true to his word within days had arranged viewings. Janine was confident it would fetch her million-pound asking price and left him to it.

Her next task had been a pleasurable one, officially appointing Judy Watson as a director of Fortuna Artist Management in the UK a position which brought with it a generous shareholding. Janine had already spoken to Judy about her own plans, and when she had asked her if she would be interested in taking over running the business, she had excitedly agreed without any hesitation. It was a huge responsibility, but Janine had been impressed by how she’d handled everything that had been thrown at her up to now, and was confident she would easily cope. Judy also had some interesting suggestions of new bands she would like to sign to the company, and for someone so young she already had a lot of respect in the business.

An approached had come from a local brewery chain with an offer to buy the original Hideout along with its suite of offices. This meant Judy would have to move elsewhere, but as Janine had decided to keep The Lexxicon it seemed an ideal choice for her to set up the new offices within the club. At the same time Judy would be taking over its day to day running.

Janine had also been in touch with Manny Oberstein at Westoria Records, outlining her plan of managing Pete Peterson and moving over to LA. She was pleasantly surprised he sounded genuinely pleased; offering his advice on anything she needed in the way of visas, work permits and, most importantly, accommodation. She’d gladly accepted and was looking forward to moving into the beachfront property he’d recommended. He’d also arranged for the label to rent a small apartment for Pete in Venice Beach, a vibrant area just along the coast from Santa Monica. He thought Pete would love the scene there, with lots of music always happening in the area.

She had met with the local brewery representatives at The Hideout to finalise the sale. She found herself standing in the empty offices upstairs, thinking back to how it had all begun. It was sad in a way to see it go, as there were so many memories in that building especially Georgie’s, like the first night she met Gerry and how she was so brazen as to go up to him and introduce herself. She could still taste that first sip of Bollinger he’d poured for her. And her first night as a topless barmaid. The times they had there were unforgettable both good and bad. She remembered the night when Gerry had gone down on one knee and proposed to her. she instinctively felt for her engagement ring and turned it on her finger discreetly wiping away a tear. But she was a realist, and the deal she was about to sign would guarantee her future financially whatever she decided to do, and despite everything that had happened, she knew Gerry would be proud of her.

She had a lump in her throat when she shook hands with the managing director of the brewery. Then, taking one last look around, she walked down the stairs and out of the door. Climbing into Gerry’s Rollie she drove away without looking back.

She’d actually offered Rollie to Judy, but being so small she’d declined the offer, saying she was happy with her mini, and actually wouldn’t be able to see over the steering wheel! And so Janine had asked the estate agent selling the mansion if he would include it in the sale, which he thought was a fantastic idea. He felt sure anyone buying such a property would love to have a car like that to go with it.

Her one regret was not being able to say goodbye to her parents. After the mysterious conclusion to the enquiry into the explosion at Rudi’s, her father had gone into hiding along with two other Irishmen who he used to meet at St Mary’s. Although Janine had tried to find him, he and her mother had disappeared, it was rumoured back to Ireland. She’d asked Ray if he could help, but George Williams had told him the information was not available for him to see. He hinted it was something to do with the Home Office and suggested she let it go for the time being.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Judy had noticed a change in Pete since the opening night at The Lexxicon, and the chaotic fight in the dressing room after the gig. They had been seeing a lot of each other since she had stayed with him while he recovered in the clinic after his dramatic collapse on the last night of his tour, but recently he had seemed distant and moody. His whole persona had changed, almost as if he believed he was a superstar already. It was alright to put on a front to people he didn’t know, but not to her. They were more than just friends. 

Then one night lying in bed together, Pete had told her how he would be based in Los Angeles and about the apartment the record label was getting for him. But that was where the problem lay; because he had asked her to go with him and Judy couldn’t move from Birmingham. Apart from Janine’s fantastic offer, she had a disabled mother who she was very close to and wasn’t prepared to leave. She still loved Pete and was devastated that they were going to be apart, but she knew in her heart they would be together again one day. She also knew that turning up in America as a new artist ready to be launched to the world with a girlfriend in tow wouldn’t go down well with Westoria’s marketing department. However, there was one final thing she had to do before Pete left, and pulling on her coat she set off to his apartment. She’d make sure she always had a link to him whether he came back or not.

Pete Peterson was sitting surrounded by his belongings, which didn’t really add up to much. He’d always been a man of few possessions with his two guitars, his Martin D12 Acoustic and his 1957 Gibson Les Paul Goldtop taking pride of place. He’d never really been hung up about amplifiers, using what was available instead of having to transport one around all the time. He believed his sound came more from his fingers and the style he played, rather than electronics.

His wardrobe too was quite small: a couple of pairs of Levis, his trademark leather jacket and a collection of T-shirts and various designer shirts he wore on stage. Everything else was disposable. He’d be sorry to leave the place, but he wasn’t going to sell it. He remembered Gerry Fortuna’s advice that one day it would be worth a lot of money. He’d asked Janine to contact her estate agent, and through him he was going to rent it out until such time as he either came home or decided he no longer wanted it.

He had received a call from her giving him details of his flight to the States, and he was both excited and terrified at the same time. He wished he wasn’t going on his own. He’d have loved Judy to be coming with him. He was still really fond of her even though they’d drifted apart recently. He knew it was his fault; he was being selfish expecting her to drop everything to embark on what could be a huge disaster, and now that Janine had given her such an amazing opportunity he couldn’t blame her for turning him down. He would apologise before he left. After all it was she who’d helped him get through his problems so it was the least he could do. But then at the same time he was buzzing with the thought of getting to the States. He reflected for a moment that it was a shame the guys from The Flames wouldn’t be there with him. He’d always said he wouldn’t do what Bowie had done and get rid of his band as soon as things started to happen, but after the crazy events in the dressing room at The Lexxicon they’d forced his hand. How could he trust them? Tony Waters was a snapper and would always be a liability, his brother Billy and Jess were both great guys and good players, but there were thousands of amazing players over there. The only one he thought he might reconsider was the keyboard player Dave Sanchez. He could be an asset and he would keep him in mind in case he needed him in the future.

His thoughts were interrupted by the buzzer, and when he answered it a familiar voice asked if she could come up. Moments later he opened the door to Judy who stood there with tears in her eyes. He reached out and pulling her to him they embraced, just holding each other as she sobbed into his shoulder. Finally they broke away and Pete kissed her tenderly as she unbuttoned his shirt and then his jeans. She slipped out of her dress and they lay on his bed caressing each other as they used to do. They both felt the intensity of their lovemaking. Stopping and starting again, determined to make it last forever although Pete sensed there was something in the way Judy was acting; that this time it was different. Finally they both held each other tightly as they climaxed together. They didn’t say a lot afterwards, and Judy was still tearful as she finally left Pete’s apartment, but stopped in the doorway and turned to him with a mysterious look in her eyes.

“There’ll always be a part of you with me now,” she said as she kissed him goodbye.

Ex-DCI Ray Law was shaking hands with the soon-to-be former-Chief Constable George Williams in his office at police headquarters. His decision to leave had come as a shock to everyone. Ray was a highly regarded police officer, and George had tried to persuade him to change his mind, saying the force could not afford to lose men of his calibre but he was not really the right person to be speaking to Ray, considering he’d only recently announced he would be leaving himself. It was that news which had started Ray considering his own future, especially as they had become so close. The thought of losing his mentor and having to start again with someone new worried him and after Janine’s surprise proposal his mind had been made up, and he handed in his resignation. It bothered him that he was leaving two unsolved cases, both in which he was heavily involved; and one, the murder of Alex Mitchell that he was in possession of relevant information which could possibly lead to two arrests, albeit one posthumously. His dilemma was whether he should reveal it. By doing so it would stain the character of Gerry Fortuna, recently revered at his funeral as being such a wonderful man, but at the same time implicate Bobby McGregor as playing a part in the gruesome murder.

He looked again at George Williams standing there in his immaculate full-dress uniform, and decided he deserved a trouble-free retirement with his wife, probably going on the cruise he’d once mentioned and tending his precious roses. He would keep the information to himself while he forged a new life in Los Angeles with Janine. The only others who knew the truth were Pete and Judy and he was confident they wouldn’t say anything.

His parents had been upset at his news, in particular his father, who had initially wanted him to be a lawyer although finally accepting his joining the police force. Ray’s rapid rise through the ranks had gone a long way to changing his father’s mind, but telling them he was giving it all up to move to the States had not gone down well. He’d done his best to placate them, but despite the fact it was with a millionairess who loved him, they still weren’t happy. He was sure they would eventually come around, especially as there would be somewhere fantastic for them to visit in the future.

He’d donated his new Escort to DS Matt Burgess as a farewell gift, which along with Matt’s recent promotion to the rank of DCI had been gratefully received. Ray felt sure he would step comfortably into his shoes as a perfect replacement. They promised to keep in touch, although Ray knew that their best intentions wouldn’t last once the pressure of the job took its toll. But it was good to see him so happy.

He’d received a short almost curt message from Julia Davies wishing him well. He was relieved she was away on business and too busy to be able to see him in person. That was one complication he was glad he didn’t have to deal with.

As he finally left George’s office for the last time he smiled to himself. He wasn’t big on nostalgia preferring instead to look to the future, and what a future it promised to be.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Janine had spent a whole morning at the travel agents organising the Trans-Atlantic flights for her, Ray and Pete. As usual Pete had been making things awkward by wanting to fly from Birmingham, but Janine had put her foot down when she found out that it would involve him flying to Paris, and then catching a Pan-Am flight to Los Angeles on his own. She had managed to get three First-Class tickets with TWA on one of their new Boeing 747 Jumbo jets, and she was not accepting any further arguments.

As they were flying from London Heathrow, she had asked Judy to book a minibus to take them down to the airport leaving Birmingham at six o’clock in the morning. That would give them plenty of time for their flight which was leaving at six o’clock that evening. For once in his life Pete was on time, and they had left Birmingham with a tearful Judy the only one there to wave them off. 

The journey had been without incident with Pete asleep in the back most of the way, finally waking up as they drove through the tunnel towards their departure terminal at Heathrow. Janine and Ray only had one large suitcase each to check in, deciding anything else they needed they could buy there. As well as his case, Pete had his two guitars which were now labelled up and disappearing down the conveyor belt. They safely navigated their way through passport control and headed for the First-Class lounge. Pete declined a glass of champagne from Janine and sloped off to a seat in the corner with a beer. 

Suddenly everyone’s attention was drawn to a young man who was entering the lounge followed by a noisy group of reporters and photographers. It was Vince Boyd, one of Janine’s all-time favourite heartthrobs who was making straight for the bar. He sat down on the stool next to her giving her an appreciative sideways glance and ordered a Cosmopolitan. Janine had no idea what a Cosmopolitan was, but sat speechless watching him as he took a large gulp. 

Pete, in the meantime had wandered over wondering what all the fuss was about. Recognising the man, he introduced himself, striking up a conversation with the pop star. “Hey man I’ve heard your stuff; I really dig your guitar playing.” 

Vince Boyd exclaimed. “So what takes you to the States?”

“We’re going out to meet Westoria, my new record company in LA. Cool huh?” Pete sounded proud of himself.

“Very cool.”

Pete turned to Janine. “Hey Vince, this is Janine Fortuna my personal manager.”

Vince Boyd smiled at Janine and she almost fainted. “Hi Janine, good to meet you.” He shook her hand. “Westoria’s a great company, I was signed to them once. Wish I’d never left.”

Janine just about managed to say thanks and held on to his hand far too long, finally letting go, knowing she was blushing a deep pink.

Ray who had been in the restroom while all this was happening returned to find a party going on in the middle of the TWA First-Class lounge. As he was handed a glass filled with champagne he looked around and thought to himself ‘I could get used to this!’

During all the commotion they had failed to hear their flight being called, and eventually after one of the TWA attendants had arrived to summon them to the departure gate they all made their way to the giant aircraft. Whilst the bulk of the passengers were being shown into the economy cabin, they were taken upstairs via the winding staircase to their luxury seats and lounge complete with another bar. Pete and Vince Boyd were deep in conversation as they sat down next to each other towards the rear of the cabin, with Ray and Janine just in front of them. As if the excitement of meeting Vince Boyd wasn’t enough, into the cabin strolled the actor Charles Morse, who immediately ordered a dry martini from the attractive air-hostess behind the bar.

Ray had been quietly taking all this in and looked over at Janine who had a grin from ear to ear. “Well you did say you wanted some excitement,” he reached out and held her hand.

‘Hang on to your seat babe, this is just the beginning!’ she thought. She leaned over and kissed him as the engines started to whine and they taxied to take-off.

Once in the air the party atmosphere continued with Ray and Janine joining Charles Morse at the bar. He was in a good mood having just finished his first James Black movie, explaining he was on his way to start the endless promotional appearances on American TV. Janine was fascinated listening to him talking until they heard the sound of music coming from the rear of the cabin. Pete and Vince Boyd had found Vince’s acoustic guitar, and were singing one of his hits, harmonising perfectly with each other, and laughing loudly when they made a mistake. Janine had never really had any doubts about Pete’s ability to make it, but sitting watching him so relaxed in the company of such a big star gave her goose bumps.

'Look out America, here we come' she thought to herself. Even the new James Black was smiling and nodding along.

Later, Charles Morse had graciously retired to his seat, and covered in a blanket with his eye-mask on and ear-plugs in, had slept for the rest of the flight. He now looked immaculate, following a quick trip to the bathroom to freshen up, as they touched down at Los Angeles after the eleven-hour flight. Janine was sure he’d used some make-up especially around his eyes, and felt guilty trying to get a closer look when they shook hands as he said goodbye.

The excitement of their first steps on American soil however was short lived. It soon became apparent that Pete’s guitars had been lost. The three of them had waited while the bags from the flight came around on the carousel, and one-by-one had been collected, including their own three suitcases. All apart from the two guitars. After such a long flight with little sleep Pete’s temper was becoming frayed, and it had taken all of Ray’s diplomacy to stop him causing a scene. 

Eventually they managed to find a very attractive lady from TWA called Maud to help them, and to everyone’s relief after a couple of phone calls, she came back with the news that the guitars had been found. The only problem was they were still in London and wouldn’t be arriving until the following day, but she said she would personally ensure they were delivered to Pete as soon as they arrived, and when she took his address in Venice Beach it turned out she lived in Culver City which was close by. Janine recognised the look on Pete’s face when he was talking to her, wondering how long it would be before Maud from TWA was another of his conquests. Still, that wasn’t her concern anymore as she turned round and looked at Ray. He was visibly tired, the same as everyone else, but she was so proud of how he had immediately taken control when Pete looked like he might lose it and couldn’t wait to lie down with him.

TWA Maud had organised a taxi for Janine and Ray to take them the half-hour journey to Hermosa Beach and had kindly offered to give Pete a lift herself as she was about to get off duty.

‘Not that long then!’ Janine thought as Pete followed her out to the car park putting his arm around her slim waist.

Their accommodation was everything Manny Oberstein had said it would be, and even though they were exhausted from the journey they still walked around examining everything, marvelling at the place that was to be their home for the next six months. When they finally collapsed into bed in their wonderfully air-conditioned bedroom, they were asleep in seconds.

They spent the next couple of days settling in, relaxing on their fantastic rooftop terrace, and watching the steady stream of trendy West Coast joggers, roller-skaters and cyclists passing by down below. They were situated on the Strand, the wide, twenty-mile-long pathway whose endearing feature is that every construction on it is unique with its own individual style. Theirs was sandwiched between a colonial two-storey clapperboard residence on one side and a traditional brownstone on the other. The jetlag finally went, and they dined out in a couple of wonderful restaurants situated in the nearby Plaza. Janine discovered that what the Americans called shrimp were in fact giant king prawns and not the tiny little things she got back home, while to his dismay Ray had ordered a New York Strip steak, which was so big he had to take half of it home afterwards in a doggie-bag. The weather was so good they’d forgotten it would soon be Christmas.

It wasn’t quite the same story for Pete. His guitars still hadn’t arrived, although his newfound friend from TWA had done her best to keep him, and more particularly his body occupied while he waited for them to turn up. Her name was Maud Jones and she was an aspiring actress, working for the airline while she looked around for opportunities in the film business although she told him she was really Mildred Johanowitz from Milwaukee and had changed it when she reached LA. He had to admit she was very good looking with long straight blonde hair, bright blue eyes and an incredible body. Her biggest assets however attracted the wrong sort of offers, and although she could make lots of money in the thriving adult-film industry her dream of landing a serious part was still eluding her.

His apartment was smaller than his own back in Birmingham, but its situation was fantastic. At the top of a four-storey block in a side street just off the main drag of Venice Beach, he could hear music day and night. There were street-musicians playing guitars and conga drums on the sidewalk, and new bands playing music he’d never heard before in the numerous bars and clubs. There were so many interesting characters, and while Maud was at work he’d be out exploring and meeting some of the weird and wonderful locals. One guy in particular caught his attention; dressed as an Arab with long flowing white robes and a white turban who roller-skated around while singing and playing an electric guitar. Pete thought to himself he was one guy he’d definitely have to get to know.

Maud had an insatiable appetite for sex, and although Pete always prided himself on his ability in bed, she drained him and then wanted more. He thought if this was the norm for American women he was going to have to up his game. He wasn’t sure if she was taking some kind of sexual stimulant, but irrespective of what time it was she always wanted to fuck. She was done with making love, she told him, that was for pussies. She would climb on him and whisper in his ear as she held his erection. “Fuck me, baby, fuck me.” And he certainly did his best. In fact by the time the third night was through, he suspected that she had been lying to him all along about the porn films and that they’d been starring in one of their own.
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Much to his relief Pete’s guitars eventually arrived on the fourth day. Despite the continual promises of them always being on the next flight, it had taken the intervention of Manny Oberstein’s secretary Mandy to resolve the situation, and the two cases had been delivered by courier to the record company’s offices on Sunset Boulevard. It was there that Janine and Pete finally met with Manny face to face. After expressing his condolences about Gerry’s death when he greeted them, they sat down in his enormous, air-conditioned office on the top floor of the Westoria Records building. Surrounded by platinum, gold and silver disks covering the walls they began to talk business. 

Janine felt nervous being in such a high-powered environment, especially as Manny was a renowned tough character to deal with, but she soon discovered a lot of it was an act, and underneath he had a warm and caring personality. She was wearing a smart new outfit she’d bought from one of the expensive boutiques in Hermosa Beach and looked great. She’d taken the advice of the trendy female assistant and had gone for a slim-line beige linen suit, which although she felt was rather casual had a very expensive look and feel to it. The kitten-heeled shoes matched it perfectly, and for once she didn’t tower over everyone. From the flattering looks Manny gave her as she walked in, it had been a good choice. It was obvious he had a lot of respect for Pete, and felt the same as she did, that he had the makings of a huge star. It surprised her that Manny had already heard about Pete and Vince Boyd on the flight over, but when he explained that Vince’s manager was a good friend, she realised that the industry was much smaller than it seemed. ‘Something to bear in mind for the future,’ she thought to herself.

Having finally been reacquainted with his guitars, Pete was in a good mood and looked every bit the star. Janine noticed the three days of Californian sunshine seemed to be having the right effect and he already had a tan.

The first thing on the agenda was setting up some rehearsals with the musicians Manny and his team had chosen for Pete. He explained that the guys had been picked not only on their musical abilities, but also their character. Pete and the band would be living with each other on a tour bus travelling the length and breadth of the country, and in such an environment they all had to get on - something that Pete had experienced on his last tour in the UK.

Manny picked up his phone and asked his secretary to send Don in. “I want you to meet your driver and tour manager, Pete - Don Rosario. He’s one of our top guys and I treat him as one of the family.”

There was a knock on the door and a tall, handsome, black man walked into the office. He gave Manny a bear hug, before turning to Janine and Pete.

“Guys it’s a pleasure to meet you, I’ve heard so much about you Pete,” he shook his hand. “And Mrs. Fortuna. Let’s get this out there right from the get-go, Pete, I really dig your music! Manny played me a copy of your album and I love it. It’s gonna be a real blast.” He gave Pete a wide grin. “But it’s gonna be tough, and I mean tough. These guys here are putting together a real mother of a schedule, but with the band they’ve got you, man, we’re gonna rock!”

Pete loved the way he said we and was already feeling a good vibe. He looked at Janine and she seemed to be feeling it too.

“So who are the guys, Manny?” he asked.

“Marshall Thomas is the drummer from Chicago, Illinois. He’s a great solid player; has done a lot of stuff, jammed with Hendrix at one time; nice guy, you’ll like him. Randy Jones from Nashville, Tennessee is the bass player. Randy’s a real character, played a lot of sessions and a good singer too.”

“Isn’t Nashville all country music?” Pete interrupted.

“That’s what a lot of people think,” Don replied. “Don’t worry about Randy, he’s a great rock player.”

“And he’s been on a whole list of top albums,” Manny added.

“And then we’ve managed to get keyboard player Richard Kaye from New York.” Don continued. “He’s a top, top player and a good writer too. We’ve organised a studio for you guys to have a jam through some of your stuff, get to know each other. It’s booked for ten tomorrow morning.”

“What about a rhythm guitarist?” Pete asked.

Don and Manny looked at each other.

“Well that was something we wanted to talk to you about,” Manny replied. “We’ve listened to the album a lot, and to be honest, Richard is such a strong player we don’t think you’ll need one, plus it’s one less mouth to feed. But why don’t you see how it goes tomorrow with the guys, and we can talk again after the session. You happy with that?”

Pete didn’t look convinced, but before he had chance to reply Janine answered “That sounds great Manny.”

“OK. So what’s next on the agenda?” Manny looked down at a sheet of paper on his desk.

“We want to rebrand the album with the title In Flames. We love that song and the title has energy. Oh, and our marketing guys are loving the band name Peterson. They think it sits with the new breed of rock bands with one name, like Santana. That’s their idea not mine by the way, but I get where they’re coming from. What d'ya think?”

Pete was silent for a minute deep in thought. “I love the title; it’s my favourite song on the album, but I’m not sure about Peterson.”

Janine turned to Manny, “How about we live with it for a couple of days and see how we feel?”

“Yeah, I don’t have a problem with that, but don’t take too long, we need to get moving. We want it released to coincide with the tour. There is one more thing I wanted to run by Pete. Again this is the guys from marketing, and I gotta say they usually come up with the goods when it’s down to new launches. They want to smarten up your image a little. Maybe lose the leather jacket and jeans look and go for a cooler white shirt and leather trousers kind of thing, like the guy from The Doors? They came out of Venice Beach, check ‘em out.”

“I’ve always worn the leather jacket and jeans; that’s my trademark in the UK,” Pete said.

“Exactly, you said it. In the UK!” Manny stood up and walked round his desk and stood in front of Pete. Janine thought how he reminded her of Gerry, both in size and his attitude. He was short, about five feet six, slightly rotund and balding on top. “But you’re not in the UK now. You’re in the States. Trust me there are thousands of guys looking just like you, but we want to make you the best. You met Vince Boyd on the flight over, yeah?”

Pete nodded and Janine sighed.

Manny smiled at her briefly then turned back to Pete. “Well he’s all down to our marketing and style guys. If I showed you photos of him when he first signed with us you wouldn’t recognise him.”

He slapped Pete on the back. “But hey c’mon it’s early days, and everything can be sorted out. All I know is we have a hit album on our hands, and the sooner we get working on it the better for all of us. What d’ya say Janine?”

“Can’t wait to start Manny, so what’s the next step?”

“Well Thanksgiving is almost upon us and we usually take a break. Oh, and then we have a huge party which you guys have to come to. Everybody who’s anybody will be there, and it will be great for you to meet some of the movers and shakers. I’ll get Mandy my secretary to send you invites.”

“Wow that sounds great,” Janine said as she stood up to leave. “C’mon Pete we have lots to talk about before tomorrow.”

Pete was quiet in the cab on the way back to meet Ray. They’d arranged to have dinner at one of the restaurants in Hermosa Beach to go through what had happened at the meeting. He was waiting for them in the bar wearing a short-sleeved cotton shirt with a psychedelic pattern and white slacks, looking every bit the Californian beach dude. 

Pete laughed as they walked up to him. “Well somebody’s fitting in already. Looking cool Ray.”

Ray looked at Janine who smiled as she gave him a kiss. “So how did it go?”

“Apart from a couple of things, I thought it went really well. How about you Pete?”

“Yeah, I’m cool. Not sure about the name though. The clothes, well let’s see what they come up with. To be honest I could do with a new wardrobe, and like Manny said, it didn’t do Vince Boyd any harm. I’m just looking forward to hearing these guys play.”

“Well that sounds great,” Ray said as he called the barman over. “So what are we drinking?”

“I’ll have the same as you,” Pete said.

“And can I have a Cosmopolitan?” Janine asked.

Pete looked shocked. “What no champagne?”

Janine laughed. “We’ve got a fridge full back at the house, and they only sell the cheap stuff here.”

Ray turned to the barman shaking his head.

Pete laughed. “Hey, wait a minute! Wasn’t that what Vince Boyd was drinking at the airport?”

Janine smiled. “If it’s good enough for Vince!”
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Janine arrived as Pete was getting out of his cab the following morning. They were at Whitland Studios where the band was booked to rehearse. She thought he looked a little bit spaced as he came over and gave her a hug, but put it down to the time of morning. Pete didn’t do early mornings.

Looking around, Janine thought the area where the studio was situated hardly reflected the image most people had of Hollywood. It was surrounded by run down factory units and boarded up tenement buildings where she wouldn’t like to be at night. However once inside it was a completely different story. The place was split into two large rehearsal rooms and a recording studio, all full of the latest equipment, clean, tidy and bustling with energy. 

Don was already there waiting in reception and took them through to one of the rooms where Pete’s musicians were setting up. The drummer, Marshall Thomas, was tall and black with a large afro hairstyle. He came over and shook hands with Pete and Janine. Randy Jones looked up from behind his amplifier and acknowledged them with a wave. He had long blond hair and when he stood up was about the same height as Pete. Richard Kaye who was playing with the controls of a large sound mixer was shorter than the others and noticeably thin with curly mousey hair. Janine felt he seemed a little shy as he said “Hello.”

Don took her by the arm. “What d’ya say we let the guys get to know each other and we grab a cup of coffee?”

They went outside and walked over to the café at the side of reception. It was a bright comfortable area with tables and chairs already half-full of other musicians who were obviously working there.

“Manny happened to mention that there had been some kind of situation with the Rota Bocan, is that true?” Don asked as they sat down with their drinks.

“Well there was a rumour that they could have been involved with the explosion that destroyed Gerry’s club,” Janine replied.

“And what about the night he was murdered? Wasn’t that supposed to be a member of Rota Bocan too?” 

Janine looked away and took a sip of her coffee.

“Hey look Janine, I don’t want to bring back sad memories, but these guys are bad news and it would be good to know upfront about what happened.”

“I think it would be a good idea if you spoke to Ray about all of this.”

“Oh hey yeah, you mean your boyfriend right? Didn’t he used to be a cop or something?”

“Until recently he was a DCI in the West Midlands Police, and a damn good one.”

“Well it would be good to meet him.” Don didn’t react to her sharp answer. “I’m an ex-cop myself. Retired on medical grounds on account of I was shot trying to stop a
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