
[image: cover]



[image: images]



www.hachettechildrens.co.uk




Also by Chris Russell

 

Songs About a Girl

Songs About Us









CONTENTS

By the Same Author


 

Chapter   1

Chapter   2

Chapter   3

Chapter   4

Chapter   5

Chapter   6

Chapter   6

Chapter   7

Chapter   8


Two Months Later

Chapter   9

Chapter 10


Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20


Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30


Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33


One Year Later

Chapter 34




 

Credits

Dedication

Copyright









1

My skin was crawling, my heart twitching in my chest, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the letter.

 

Katherine’s gone. She was the only real friend I’ve ever had, and now she’s never coming back …

 

The words swam and flickered in front of me, and I rubbed my eyes with a shaking hand. It came away wet.

Before I knew what I was doing, my fingers were on the door handle.

‘Charlie.’

Gabe’s voice. Deep and ragged.

‘Charlie?’

I shook my head, staring into the dark mahogany panelling, too terrified to turn around. A nasty heat spread across the back of my neck as I imagined him reaching out for me.

‘Say something.’

Each time he spoke, I felt nausea licking at the inside of my stomach. And as I stood there, my fingers twisting around the brass handle, knuckles turning white, a single thought shivered inside my mind.

I can’t even look at you.

Pulling the door open, I ducked out into the corridor and started to run.

 

Snatches of the building flew past me as I moved: a vase of flowers, diamond-patterned wallpaper, the housekeeper’s trolley. I had a vague sense that Gabriel was calling after me from the end of the corridor, but I wasn’t stopping. Not until I was far, far away from that room.

I flew out through the hotel entrance and picked a direction almost at random. I ran straight across a main road, around an empty bus stop and through a restaurant car park, weaving between vehicles. My legs just kept turning and turning, until I felt exhaustion overwhelming me.

Leaning back against the outer wall of the restaurant, I realised I was still carrying Harry’s suicide note, crumpled in my hand. Against my better judgement, I opened it again.

 

I never meant to kill her … I
never meant for her to die.

 

A sudden, hard sob shot out of me and I felt a pressure releasing, like the breaking of a dam. Tears poured down my face, soaking my skin; tears for my mum, my dad, for myself. And somewhere in there, tears for Gabriel.

Because maybe I shouldn’t have left him like that.

Maybe this was worse for him than it was for me.

Trembling, I pulled my phone from my bag and opened my recent call list. I hit the top number and it connected almost instantly.

‘Hey, CB! Calling so soon? What happened? Did you kiss? I BET YOU KISSED.’

I wanted to speak, but there was no air in my lungs.

‘Charlie?’ repeated Melissa, confused. I tried to force the words out between sobs.

‘M … Mel, I …’

Melissa’s tone changed, in an instant.

‘Where are you? Are you hurt?’

‘N-no, I’m not … hurt.’

‘Right.’ I could hear the sound of her bedroom door opening and her feet thudding down the stairs. ‘I’m coming to wherever you are.’

‘I don’t … I’m not sure …’ I looked around, squinting in the early evening sun. I knew this area, vaguely, but my mind was a mess. A grubby-looking shop across the road caught my eye. ‘Craft Carpets. I’m opposite … Craft Carpets.’

Melissa’s voice went a little strained, like she was bending over, lacing up shoes.

‘That’s near the Shanti Café, on Copeland Road. Remember, we went there once for Becky’s weird birthday?’

‘I guess,’ I said, my voice hollow. I could hear Melissa clicking open the front door and stepping outside on to the gravel.

‘Go there,’ she said, striding across the driveway. ‘Order a chai tea latte with LOTS of caramel syrup, and don’t move. I’m coming to find you.’






2

As I pushed open the door of the Shanti Café, I met my reflection in the glass: tangled hair, red eyes and sticky, tear-streaked skin. There were only a scattering of people in the café, but I could already feel my cheeks burning.

Glancing around, I located the toilet door and headed straight for it. I thought I heard one of the staff saying, ‘Hi there!’ from behind the counter, but I didn’t look back.

Once inside the white-tiled room, I made for a nearby sink. I turned on the tap, hard, and a disappointing stream spluttered out, spitting at the sides. Gathering as much water as I could in both hands, I bent down and splashed my face several times, before straightening up again.

I came eye to eye with myself in the mirror, watching the water droplets snake down my face and settle in my clothes. The cold was making me shudder, but I didn’t care.

So these were the facts. When I was a baby, my mother was in a band with Gabriel’s father, Harry West. The band was called Little Boy Blue. When their album began to create a buzz in America, the record label sent them over there for a tour; a tour which, in her letter, Mum described as their ‘big break’. But it didn’t work out that way. Harry, a part-time drug dealer, owed money to his suppliers in London, and ended up walking offstage in the middle of a show, quitting the band. Mum and the others tried to carry on as a three-piece, but Harry was the lead singer, and without him, things soon fell apart.

What happened next was unclear. All I knew was that my mother died out there, and a day later, Harry committed suicide … because, in his own words, he had killed her. He had killed the woman he described as his only friend.

I stared deep into the mirror, a sickness gathering in my throat. There was a second mirror behind me, and it was firing off infinite reflections, never-ending versions of me, shrinking into oblivion.

This wasn’t real. This couldn’t be real.

‘You all right, love?’

I spun round, sniffing, to find a small, curly-haired woman standing in the doorway. I ran a forearm across my face and blinked a few times, as if that would magically transform me into a normal human being again, and tried to force a smile.

The woman smiled back sympathetically.

‘Everything OK?’

OK? I couldn’t imagine anything ever being OK again.

‘Mm-hmm, yep,’ I said, straightening my clothes. The woman pointed at the sink behind me.

‘The water, it’s …’

The cold tap was still running, spitting chalky water down the plughole. I twisted it hard, until it squeaked, then hurried back into the café, avoiding her gaze. Scanning the room, I spotted a comfy-looking booth in the far corner, scattered with colourful cushions and half-obscured by Moroccan-style drapes. I could curl up in there and forget the world.

‘What can I get you?’

I looked up. I’d been sitting in the booth for over ten minutes, which meant Melissa would be arriving any second. A girl of about my age was standing above me, holding a notepad, her eyes wide.

‘You go to Caversham High, don’t you?’ she said excitedly. ‘Charlie Bloom, right?’

My jaw tightened. So much for forgetting the world.

‘Yeah. Yep. Charlie.’

She bunched up her shoulders and leaned forward.

‘This is kind of weird, but I heard you had, like, a thing with Gabriel West last year?’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Is that true?’

Just the sound of that name, West, cut through me like a knife.

‘Sort of, uh-huh.’

There was no point in denying it. Everyone had seen the pictures.

‘Oh my god,’ said the girl, clutching her notepad to her chest. ‘That is unreal.’

I stared at the floor, trying to control my breathing. For a few moments, neither of us spoke. Then I remembered Melissa’s advice.

‘Chai tea latte,’ I said, sitting up. ‘With lots of caramel syrup.’

The girl paused, as if she’d forgotten she was at work, then lifted a little yellow pencil to her notepad.

‘Oh … sure. OK. One caramel chai tea latte, coming up.’

I thanked her with the tiniest nod, but she didn’t move. She lowered the notepad again.

‘That photo, in the papers,’ she said in an almost-whisper, ‘where Gabriel was beating up that guy. I mean, god … weren’t you ever scared he’d hit you too?’

Without warning, the events of that night began to play inside my mind. The journalist, Paul Morgan, stalking me in the arena car park. Gabriel pulling Paul away from me, then being goaded into violence by him, a photographer lingering in the shadows.

The whole thing had been a set-up.

‘He’s not like that,’ I said, firmer than I’d planned, and the girl swallowed uncomfortably.

‘Right. Sorry.’

The room went quiet. I shifted among my cushions.

‘I just need my drink, if that’s all right?’

The girl nodded, head down, and gripped her notepad tightly.

‘Yep, sure.’ She mumbled my order to herself. ‘Great choice.’

I attempted a smile, and the girl turned and made her way back to the counter. I let out a sigh. I couldn’t blame her for asking about Gabe. Why wouldn’t she want to know about someone from her hometown having a fling with one of the world’s most famous popstars?

Ding. The small bell above the front entrance bounced side to side, and my best friend walked in.

‘Charlie … !’ exclaimed Melissa, spotting me behind the drapes, her face pale with concern. The second our eyes met, fresh tears rushed up through me.

‘Oh my gosh, Charlie.’

She ran to me and sat down, grabbing both my hands, and I drew in a huge, shaky gulp of air. She tucked a damp strand of hair behind my ear.

‘What on earth happened?’

In a low voice, I told Melissa the whole story, one piece at a time. How I’d arrived at Gabriel’s hotel, unsure of why he’d invited me. How I’d struggled to get any sense out of him, and how he’d barely spoken, a sunken, hungry look in his eyes. Then, just as Gabriel had done to me, I handed Melissa the suicide note.

She read it, teeth tugging at her bottom lip, the blood slowly draining from her face.

‘Oh … god. Oh my god.’ She looked right at me, her eyes glistening. I wrung my hands.

‘I don’t know what to do. I’m supposed to see Dad tonight, and Gran, but how can I just sit there and … and …’ I stared into the speckled pattern of the tabletop. ‘Maybe I should just tell Dad the whole story.’

Before I’d left the house that morning, before everything had changed, I’d made plans with my father. We’d agreed to meet Gran for dinner, in Basingstoke, and the two of them would tell me the whole story. Mum’s story. I could ask them anything I liked, he’d said: about her life, about the things she loved. Anything I liked.

Melissa was shaking her head, her gaze still glassy.

‘You can’t, Charlie. You know you can’t.’

‘Why not?’ I said, even though I knew the answer.

‘I hate to state the obvious, but your dad doesn’t know you spent most of April hanging out with a world-famous boy band. If he finds out, it’s game over.’

My mind wandered to the article Melissa had showed me earlier that day, on the MusicNews24 site. Olly Samson has left the group … an announcement that has shocked the world … fans are asking: is this the end for Fire&Lights?

‘But it is all over, isn’t it?’ I said, trying not to think of my final moments with Olly, the night before, in that backstage corridor. The way he seemed to look right through me. ‘Olly’s gone, everything’s broken, the band are splitting up—’

‘We don’t know that,’ said Melissa, one palm on the table. ‘We don’t know what’s going to happen. But if you come clean to your dad tonight, it won’t matter, because he’d shut everything down. You know he would. You’d never see them again.’

A terrible thought hovered on the edge of my brain, daring me to let it out. Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

‘But I can’t … I mean, Gabriel … I couldn’t bear to see him. I couldn’t bear to be around him—’

‘One caramel chai tea latte!’

Our heads snapped up. The waitress was holding my drink – a glass jar topped with a quivering mound of whipped cream, cross-hatched with syrup – and beaming perkily. She looked from me to Melissa, taking in our dismal expressions, and her smile faltered.

‘Thanks,’ I said, taking the drink. Melissa pointed at it.

‘Another one of those, please,’ she said, rummaging in her bag for her purse. She peered towards the counter. ‘And we need two gargantuan blueberry muffins, stat.’

The waitress furrowed her brow.

‘Gar … gantuan?’

‘Gargantuan,’ confirmed Melissa, with a nod. ‘If at all possible, they should be larger than my head.’

The ghost of a smile tugged at my lips. Even at the worst of times, Melissa could still lift my spirits.

The waitress frowned, and scribbled something on her notepad.

‘Right … I’ll … see what I can do.’

After she’d gone, Melissa turned back to me.

‘I know this is horrible, but think about it: we don’t really know what this letter means yet. We only know bits and pieces of the story. You have to keep everything secret from your dad, at least for now.’

‘But the letter,’ I said, feeling my voice rise, powerless to stop it. ‘The things Harry says—’

‘I know,’ said Melissa, clasping my hand and glancing around. ‘I know, and I can’t even imagine how that must make you feel. But we need to be patient. Just go tonight and listen to what your dad has to say. Maybe he’ll … explain everything.’

I felt my shoulders drop. My father had been a closed book for most of my life, and it had taken him sixteen years to tell me more than a few basic details about Mum. So what were the chances of him casually bringing up a revelation like this over dinner? He’d seemed happy earlier; he’d even told me he was proud of me. That wasn’t a man gearing up to tell his daughter … this.

‘And you know I’m here for you, don’t you?’ said Melissa, squeezing my hand.

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘Seriously, CB. I am here for you, every second of every day, until the ends of the earth. Until the nuclear Brussels sprouts they serve in the school canteen have finally started to biodegrade, and we’re just two little old ladies, wearing tartan slippers and napping in front of YouTube.’

I laughed croakily. The sound felt wrong, somehow, spilling from my mouth. Melissa’s face turned serious.

‘You do know that, don’t you?’

Her features shimmered as I smiled at her through my tears. Just hours earlier, Melissa had saved my skin. She had stayed up all night and driven herself half-mad to fix a mess which, otherwise, would have turned me into a hate target for millions of Fire&Lights fans across the world. She was amazing. She was everything.

‘I know,’ I said, picking up my latte and inhaling the sweet, aromatic scent. Melissa twisted round in her chair and squinted towards the kitchen.

‘Now where are those blueberry muffins … ?’

I curled my hands around my drink, feeling the warmth sink into my skin, and tried to imagine sitting around a dinner table with my father and grandmother in less than two hours’ time. My heart began to thump in my chest. Never, in all my life, had I been so nervous about seeing my own family.
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The train pulled into the station with a screech that I felt in my bones. I stood up and, as the automatic announcement rang out across the carriage, I tried to push my way past a group of fake-tanned twenty-something boys who were blocking the doors.

‘The next station is Basingstoke . . .’

They were drinking cans of lager and sniggering at each other. I reached through the tangle of orange, gym-pumped arms to press the door activation button.

‘All right, sweet cheeks.’

One of the boys was talking to me from behind his beer can. His brow was lowered as he scanned me up and down.

‘My mate Fogs can bench-press a hundred-and-fifty kilos.’

I ignored him, and the muffled laughter of his friends, and reached again for the button.

‘Are you eighteen yet?’ said another, prompting a scattered chorus of whoops and grunts. I managed to connect with the button, and the doors hissed open. ‘You should come out with us tonight, see what a real man tastes like.’

On a different day, I might have said something. I might have turned round before leaving the train and called them out for the disgusting creeps they were. But today, with nerves curdling in the pit of my stomach, I just stepped down on to the platform, ears burning, and headed for the stairs. Hot, frustrated tears gathered in the corners of my eyes.

I missed my mum all of a sudden. More than anything in the world.

 

How you getting on, kiddo? Gran and I at restaurant, have found table [image: images]

 

As I made my way through the town, I wrote a reply to Dad’s text. I knew it had confused him that I’d decided to take the train to Basingstoke, rather than catching a lift with him, but I couldn’t stand the idea of being stuck in a confined space, making small talk and pretending everything was OK. Two hours in a restaurant was going to be hard enough.

Walking up to the big glass entrance to Pizza Express, I dug my fingernails into my palms, bracing myself for the lies I was about to tell. Or, more accurately, for the truths I wasn’t going to tell.

‘Hey … Charlie!’

Dad was waving from the far corner of the restaurant, while Gran sat opposite him, sipping a glass of white wine. Nodding back, I started to weave through the chairs and tables, my heart beating in my throat.

‘Hello, love,’ said Gran, as I arrived. I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, before sitting down in the one remaining chair.

‘Journey all right?’ asked Dad. I thought of the permatanned boys on the train, their cans of cheap lager and the way their lips curled when they looked at me.

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘And your shopping trip with Melissa?’

I fingered the edge of the menu.

‘It was OK.’

Dad paused, then took a slow sip from his bottle of Peroni. I could tell he was thrown by how sullen I was being, but I couldn’t help it. I had to play my cards close to my chest.

He opened his menu.

‘What do you think you’ll have, everyone? I’m always a fan of the Sloppy Giuseppe. Mary, have you been here before?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Gran, setting down her wine. She traced a finger down the menu, reading carefully and making small noises to herself. Dad took another slug of beer.

‘Charlie, would you like a drink?’

‘Just a Coke, please.’

Dad caught the attention of a passing waiter and asked for a glass of Coke. After several minutes, it arrived, and we ordered our pizzas. Soon, we were sitting in a little silent triangle, no menus to shield us from the awkwardness. Dad shifted in his chair.

‘So … Charlie.’

I looked up at him properly, for the first time. His forehead was set in the faintest of frowns, as if he was trying to suss me out.

‘I’m sure this is all quite overwhelming for you, but, look … we can talk about as much or as little as you like tonight. No pressure. Your grandmother …’ He glanced at Gran, and she shared a little smile. ‘Your grandmother says she passed a letter on to you, from your mum. Which means, I suppose, that you already know more than I’ve told you.’

I gave a silent nod. Dad breathed in, very slowly, and ran a hand around the back of his neck.

‘Right … right.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Maybe I should’ve done all this sooner, but the truth is, things weren’t always easy between your mother and me. And the way she died … I suppose I just wanted to protect you from it, for as long as I could. Does that make sense?’

I stared into my drink, watching the tiny air bubbles pop and fizzle on the surface.

‘I guess.’

‘Anyway … you know by now that she was a musician. She learned when she was little – you’ve seen the piano, at Gran’s house – and she always loved it. Didn’t she, Mary?’

‘Always,’ agreed Gran. ‘It was in her blood.’

‘The very first time we met,’ continued Dad, ‘she told me she wanted to be a professional musician. It had been her dream since she was a teenager. She was playing piano in this little cocktail bar in Angel at the time, and I used to go down there and listen to her singing Aretha Franklin tunes.’ He smiled. ‘It was pretty magical, actually.’

I gripped the edge of my chair. Aretha Franklin? Why did that ring a bell?

‘Eventually, she made friends with a group of musicians who were starting a band: Little Boy Blue, they were called. They needed a pianist, and they saw Katherine and just fell for her. Like everyone did.’

Aretha Franklin tunes. There was something familiar about that idea, somewhere in my recent memory.

And then it came to me.

 

I met a girl in winter

She played piano in a local bar

She sang Aretha over whisky and soda …

 

The opening track on the Little Boy Blue album, the one that Gabriel had lent me. I scanned through the lyrics in my head. Was that song written about my mother? Did it tell the story of how the band had got together?

‘So, anyway,’ said Dad, jolting me from my thoughts, ‘she joined the band, and it took a few years, but things really started to happen for them. They played at the Troubadour a lot – like I said, weird coincidence – and eventually, they got a record deal, and the label wanted to send them to America.

‘By then, of course, we had you.’ His eyes went misty. ‘You were this perfect little thing. Honestly, I … I remember looking at you, and just knowing that everything had changed. That I wanted to protect you. And Katherine, she loved you more than anything in the world, but this tour, it just came along at the wrong time. She had to leave for the States before you even turned three.’

As if from nowhere, I found my voice again.

‘That’s where she died.’

Dad sat back in his chair, palm on his chest.

‘Uh, yeah. That’s right. It was … very sudden.’

I folded my arms.

‘How did it happen?’

‘When it came to it, the tour was a bit of a disaster. The singer was in a bad way, booze and all sorts, and he ended up quitting the band. He abandoned them and ran off, and then …’

I waited for Dad to carry on, holding my breath. The singer. This had to be where he told me the truth about Harry.

‘The band pushed on without him, but they had a pretty rough time of it. Then one night, driving home from a gig, Katherine had an accident. Her car came off the road, and she died at the scene.’

I tried to process what he was telling me, to square it with the scraps of information I already had. When I was little, and I’d asked Dad about the crash, he’d always made it sound like there was another car involved. ‘A stranger,’ he had said, ‘who was driving too fast.’

‘What about the stranger?’ I said, my voice strained. ‘The one you told me about? You said he was speeding—’

‘I did,’ admitted Dad, pressing his palms into the table. ‘I did say that. But … OK. For a long time after it happened, I was desperate for someone to blame. There was another driver involved, but he didn’t cause the crash.’ He smoothed out a wrinkle in the tablecloth. ‘In the end, I just had to accept it. It was an accident, nothing more.’

‘But …’ My mouth was hanging open. I had started the sentence, though I didn’t know how I was going to finish it.

‘Go on,’ urged Dad.

I hesitated. He hadn’t even said Harry’s name. It was as if he was editing him out of the story, and it was on the tip of my tongue to challenge him on it, there and then.

I know the truth, Dad. I know Harry did something to her.

‘Charlie?’

My brain was going into overdrive, thoughts firing in every direction. Harry quit the band and left the tour, but did he leave America? Because if he wasn’t even in the same country as Mum when she died, how could it’ve been his fault? I thought about the ‘other driver’ that Dad had spent so many years blaming. What if he wasn’t a stranger, after all? What if that actually was Harry?

‘Sweetheart … ?’

My grandmother was looking at me, her mouth a thin line of concern.

‘No, it’s … nothing,’ I said, scratching a fingernail on the tabletop. ‘I just … I wish I’d had a chance to know her, that’s all.’

Gran leaned forward and laid a warm hand on my forearm.

‘You two would’ve been inseparable,’ she said, her eyes a little sad. ‘You’re the very picture of her these days.’

Dad worried at the cuff of his shirt. ‘Your grandfather took it very badly. When he found out, he drove right over to the house, and he just … he ripped into me. He told me I should never have let her go, that I should have made her stay. He said I was the man of the house, the head of the family, and she had no business flying off around the world. He said …’ Dad took a careful breath. ‘He said it was my fault she died.’

Gran reached across the table and took hold of Dad’s hand.

‘He didn’t mean it, Ralph. It was his grief talking. I’m so sorry you ever had to shoulder that.’ She squeezed his fingers. ‘After you’d lost Katherine, it must have been too much to bear.’

Dad laid his free hand on top of Gran’s.

‘It’s OK, I understand. If Arthur missed his daughter anywhere near as much as I did, it must have torn him apart. But he didn’t understand what music meant to her. To him, the woman’s place was in the home, not flying off around the world, chasing a dream.’

I thought of Mum’s letter, the one that had sat for years, untouched, in her box of memories. She’d written that Gran was a talented artist in her youth, studying fashion in Paris, and her tutors believed she had it in her to become a top designer. But she was forced to give it up because, as a woman, that was just what you did in those days.

Dad and Gran parted hands, and he picked up his drink again.

‘It was Katherine’s dream to be out on the road, with a band.’ He stared into his beer bottle, rotating it slowly in his palm. ‘It had always been her dream, and I wanted to support that.’ His fingers closed around the glass. ‘Maybe that was a mistake, and I should never have let her go, but—’

‘You’re a good man, Ralph,’ said Gran, the slightest quiver on her chin. ‘And you did the right thing. Truly, you did.’

Dad set down his drink and pressed a hand to his mouth. His eyes had gone red in the corners.

Then, as if he’d just remembered I was there, he turned to me, his palms held up in apology.

‘Sorry, Charlie. This was all supposed to be for you, and here I am getting all …’ He tried to meet my gaze. ‘You can ask us anything, you know.’

I gritted my teeth. But I can’t, can I? I knew too much, and not enough, all at the same time. I couldn’t just come out and ask Dad why he wasn’t telling me the real story, because I wasn’t supposed to know the real story. The fact that Harry West, father to the biggest popstar on the planet, was responsible for Mum’s death. I wasn’t even supposed to be aware of his existence.

‘I’m fine, Dad.’

He sat back in his chair.

‘Really? You seem very quiet.’

‘I think I’m just tired after last night,’ I said, pulling my napkin off the table and on to my lap. ‘You don’t need to worry.’

Though my head was down, I could tell Dad and Gran were looking at each other across the table, confused. My behaviour was baffling to them, and I knew it. But one thing was becoming painfully clear to me.

Even now, after all this time, my father was still keeping secrets.

 

‘Are you sure you’re all right, Charlie?’

As we pulled into the driveway, I was grateful for the cover of darkness inside the car. I’d barely spoken on the way home, and Dad knew something was up. It was written all over my face.

‘I just need sleep,’ I said, as the car engine died away.

‘Is it your exams?’

My eyes dropped.

‘Uh … yeah.’ This wasn’t a difficult line to spin, since I was worried about my exams. How was I supposed to concentrate at school after everything that had happened?

‘I know you must feel under a lot of pressure right now,’ continued Dad, sliding the key from the ignition, ‘but your mock results were great, most of them, and your last report was very encouragi—’

‘I should get to bed,’ I said flatly, reaching for the door. Dad was about to reply when I clicked it open and stepped outside, the air still warm from a long day of sunshine. Fumbling in my pocket for my keys, I headed straight for the house, unlocked the front door, and was upstairs before my father had stepped on to the mat.

 

It was a waste of time. I still don’t have any answers.

 

Lying on my bed, I stared at my phone, the beginnings of a headache lurking behind my eyes. Melissa’s speech bubble was pulsating on the screen.

 

But … I don’t understand, she replied. He must’ve told you how she died??

 

Car accident. That’s all he said.

 

A pause. I peered out of the window, towards Melissa’s bedroom. It was bathed in darkness, but as she lay in bed, glued to her phone, her face shone whitish-blue in the gloom.

 

What did he tell you about Gabe’s dad?

 

He barely mentioned Harry. Not by name.

 

I could hear Dad pottering about in the kitchen. The soft schwm of the fridge door opening; the occasional clink of plates.

 

We’ll figure this out, CB.

 

How?

 

My phone went quiet, and I glanced out of the window again. A dog barked in the distance. The amount of time it was taking Melissa to reply confirmed my worst fears: we’d hit checkmate. Either I confessed everything to Dad, or I had to live without knowing the full story. And both those options twisted my insides.

My phone buzzed.

 

Dammit, Bloom, you got me.

 

I swung my legs off the bed and slid my phone on to the desk. As if in protest, it pinged at me.

 

Hey, how’s about a gif of a tiny turtle eating a cheeseburger?

 

Despite the heavy weight in my chest, I smiled. My fingers were hovering above the screen as a new text arrived.

 

YOU KNOW YOU WANT IT.

 

Shaking my head, I tapped back a reply.

 

OK, fine. But that turtle better be really tiny.

 

Ah, man, you got no idea. He is one dinky little dude.

 

While Melissa searched through her enormous collection of GIFs, I walked out into the hallway, heading for the bathroom. As I crossed the landing, I paused at the top of the stairs. Downstairs, Dad was sitting in his study, reading through some papers.

He was lit only by his angle-poise desk lamp, and his face was entirely in shadow.
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I was gazing into my cereal, nudging Rice Krispies around the bowl, when an unexpected email hit my phone.

Dad looked up from the kitchen counter, where he was leaning against the sink, drinking coffee. His tie was hanging, unknotted, around his neck.

‘Sounds like you’ve got a message,’ he said, nodding at my phone. He’d been trying to engage me in conversation – any kind of conversation – since Saturday evening, and mostly failing. He drained his coffee and discarded it by the sink. ‘Melissa, I imagine?’

I read the subject line and almost choked on my cereal. Dropping my spoon in the bowl, I reached for my apple juice and took a big gulp.

‘You OK?’ said Dad, stepping forward. I waved him away hastily, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand.

‘Fine, yep. Rice Krispies just went down the wrong way.’

The message was from Tara Qureshi, personal assistant to Fire&Lights. We’d had the occasional conversation while I was working with the boys, but rarely more than a few words, so why was she emailing me? I could only see the beginning of the subject line on my lock screen – Invitation to . . . – but I didn’t want to risk opening it with my father in the room, so I polished off my cereal, tossed the bowl and spoon into the dishwasher and headed for the stairs. I could feel Dad watching me the entire time.

Upstairs, I stood in the bathroom, brushing my teeth, and clicked open the email.

 

Hi, Charlie!

How are things? Dramatic night on Friday, huh??

So, listen … we were wondering if you’re free this Saturday from 2 p.m.? We’d like you to come for a meeting at Kingdom Records, if you can. Needs to remain 100% confidential at this stage, obviously. The press are crawling all over us right now!

On a personal note, hope you’re doing OK after the split. I know life with F&L can be pretty intense, especially for someone so close to them. But for what it’s worth, in case you didn’t already know … the boys think the absolute world of you :)

Hopefully see you Saturday.

TQ x

P.S. Bring your camera

 

‘Charlie?’

I jumped, toothbrush sticking out from between my teeth, and dropped my phone. In the mirror, I could see Dad standing in the bathroom doorway, sliding both arms into a suit jacket. I swivelled round and we both looked at my phone, lying on the bathmat.

Dad tightened his tie, and nodded down the stairs.

‘I’m off to work. Don’t forget to lock up when you leave.’

‘Uh, OK,’ I replied, pulling the toothbrush from my mouth. ‘See you later.’

Once I’d heard the front door close, I picked up my phone and re-read Tara’s final paragraph. A meeting, at Kingdom Records? Was this coming from Barry? If so, why did he want me there? And what did Tara mean by ‘after the split’? Was she talking about the band … or me and Olly?

I spat, rinsed my toothbrush and dropped it back in the holder, leaning my palms on the edge of the sink. If I went, it would mean seeing Gabriel for the first time since he’d showed me the suicide note. Neither of us had dared to make contact over the weekend, so I didn’t know what state he was in, or whether he wanted to see me.

All I knew was that, if he was feeling even one per cent of what I was feeling right now, it was almost certainly a bad idea.

 

Five minutes later, gripping tightly to the straps of my rucksack, I stepped out on to Tower Close, my gut churning with emotions. As ever, Harry’s letter was dominating my thoughts, but now there were new feelings competing for attention. Confusion over Tara’s message. Anxiety at the thought of seeing Gabriel. Fear at—

‘Is anyone home?’

I jumped at the sound of a voice in my ear, and clutched a hand to my chest. Melissa was staring back at me, looking worried. She curled an arm round my shoulder.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. You just … you were miles away.’

I shook my head.

‘No, it’s fine. I’m just a bit on edge at the moment.’

Melissa caught my eye, dragging my gaze upwards. Her face was crimped with concern.

‘You sure you’re OK going to school? We could stay home if you want.’

I raised a single eyebrow.

‘My best friend, Melissa Morris, is suggesting we skip school? A week before exams start?’

As always, just talking to Melissa was already making me feel a little better.

‘Hey!’ she said, giving me a playful shove. ‘I could be a rebel if I wanted.’

‘No, you couldn’t.’

‘No, I couldn’t.’ She waved a finger in the air. ‘But it’s the thought that counts, right?’

As we walked towards the main road, the steady hum of traffic began to fill the air. Soon, dark thoughts were rushing back into my mind.

‘I tried revising last night, but I couldn’t concentrate. I just kept thinking about the suicide note.’ My brow creased. ‘What if I wreck all my exams?’

Melissa nudged her shoulder against mine.

‘You won’t. You’re going to ace them.’

I scoffed.

‘How, exactly?’

‘Dude, I know you. You have a highly developed brain.’

We reached the pedestrian crossing and slowed to a stop. I scuffed my toe on the concrete.

‘I need answers, but I don’t know where to find them. I feel like I’m losing my mind trying to figure this out.’

Melissa jabbed the traffic light button and we waited in silence for the little green man. Cars passed in the street, drivers staring straight ahead, cocooned in their private worlds.

‘Maybe you should meet up with Gabriel?’

I glanced at Melissa. She was probably right, but I didn’t how to talk to him any more, let alone be around him.

‘Actually …’ I thought of Tara’s email, sitting in my inbox. ‘I’ve been invited to Kingdom Records, this weekend.’

‘Oh my gosh, really? What’s happened? Are they splitting up? Is Aiden OK? I’m asking too many questions.’

The lights changed and we stepped out on to the road.

‘All I know is that Tara wants me at the label for two o’clock on Saturday, with my camera.’

‘You are going, aren’t you?’ Melissa’s tone stiffened. ‘Charlie?’

‘I’m not sure … I don’t know if I can face him yet.’

‘I know it’s hard, but sooner or later, you ha—’

Melissa’s phone dinged in her hand. She ignored it.

‘You can check that if you like,’ I said, as we reached the pavement. She rolled her eyes.

‘No point. It’ll only be Becky, asking for the eighty-bajillionth time if I’ve still got my geography notes on glacial erosion. I’m, like, “Becky, always with the questions, YOU ARE GLACIALLY ERODING MY SANITY.”’

Her phone dinged again, and I reached for it.

‘Seriously, Mel, reply to her or I’ll do it for you.’

‘OK … OK.’ She unlocked the screen and read the notification. Her mouth formed into a circle.

‘Heavens to Betsy.’

‘What is it?’

She pointed the screen at me.

 

POP GOSSIP UPDATE: Desperate to know
what’s going on with Fire&Lights??! So
are we!! Check out this new video!!!!

 

I felt my forehead crumple.

‘I’ll watch it later,’ said Melissa, unzipping her rucksack as if to stow her phone. My throat tightened, but I held out a hand, stopping her.

‘No … it’s fine. Honestly. Let’s watch it now.’

Melissa flashed me a guilty look, but I had to admit: even I was curious. She pulled out her earphones and offered me a bud, and soon the sound of traffic was replaced by the cheering of a stadium crowd …

 

<><><> www.POPGOSSIP.co.uk <><><>

[image: images] where the gossip never stops [image: images]

 

A stadium concert. Gabriel and Olly are standing shoulder to shoulder onstage: Olly’s blue eyes gleaming, Gabriel staring out into the crowd from behind cascading strands of dark hair. The camera pans around them, in slow motion, while in the distance, tens of thousands of fans scream their names.

The crowd noise swells, and the action pauses. A title appears on the screen.

 

Olly and Gabe: Ultimate Popstar Rivals

 

‘The music world was thrown into chaos on the twenty-sixth of April,’ begins a female narrator, over shots of Olly pushing through a jostling scrum of photographers, ‘when it was announced that Olly Samson, one quarter of world-conquering British boy band Fire&Lights, was quitting the group.’

An exterior photograph of the Troubadour club fades into view …

 

My skin tingled. The framing of the photograph exactly mirrored the picture that Gabriel and I had found online of Little Boy Blue, bunched together underneath the club sign. Posted years ago on a random music forum, the shot had featured the whole band, complete with instruments, lined up on the street with a group of fans. My mum was wearing her blue beanie and beaming, while in the far corner of the shot, holding a guitar, was Harry West.

 

‘… The announcement was made the morning after a catastrophic private show at the Troubadour club in West London, during which – according to reports – star member Gabriel West started a fight with Samson which led to a stage invasion, a riot and the evacuation of the building. What happened after the fans had gone home remains a mystery, but by eight o’clock the following morning, Olly Samson was no longer a member of Fire&Lights.’

 

A strange mixture of guilt and sadness crept over me. They were blaming Gabriel, again. Just like they always did.

 

‘So as millions of fans across the world unite in sadness, we take a look back at the history of this fierce pop rivalry, and ask the question: did Olly Samson really choose to leave the biggest boy band on the planet … or did Gabriel West push him out?’

 

‘This is total crap,’ I said, pulling out the ear bud. ‘They have no idea what they’re talking about.’

Melissa rescued the bud, which was dangling between us.

‘We really don’t have to watch it,’ she said, wrapping up the earphones. ‘That website is kind of awful.’

I looked up at the road ahead, my arms crossed. We wouldn’t be at school for at least another five minutes, and as much as I hated Pop Gossip, there was still a part of me that wanted to hear what they had to say.

‘N-no,’ I said, letting my arms fall by my side. ‘I think we should finish it.’

‘Positive?’

‘Positive.’

Melissa passed back the ear bud, and pressed play.

 

‘Fire&Lights were formed on the wildly popular TV talent show Make Or Break, by industry mogul Barry King. But, back in the beginning, Gabriel West wasn’t even part of the equation …’

Four teenage boys are mucking about onstage in a TV studio, trying and failing to learn a dance. One of them trips over and falls into his bandmates, causing them to topple like skittles. They scramble across each other on the floor, laughing their heads off.

‘At boot camp that year, Barry King took four promising young male artists – Jake Woodrow, Olly Samson, Yuki Harrison and Aiden Roberts – and formed a clean-cut, crowd-pleasing boy band. Connecting their initials, the boys called themselves JOYA and were soon making waves in the live show, consistently winning the public vote.’

A montage of JOYA’s live performances begins to play. There are shots of Yuki and Aiden singing to each other onstage, and Jake touching the hands of fans in the front row.

‘Viewers were particularly captivated by the friendship between Olly and Jake, who had become incredibly close in a very short space of time.’

The camera cuts to footage of Olly and Jake, standing together onstage, awaiting the announcement of the public vote. Jake has his arm around Olly, and when their inevitable triumph is announced, he pulls Olly into a hug, his hand clamped tight to Olly’s back.

‘But the reign of JOYA was cut short when, in an unprecedented turn of events, Barry King reshuffled the line-up halfway through the competition. Claiming that the band was missing “star quality”, he sent Jake home and replaced him with the mysterious half-Brazilian singer Gabriel West, who until that point had been dominating the solo category …’

Slow-motion footage of Gabriel fades on to the screen. He is holding a microphone, his jaw set in determination. He pushes his hand through his hair, which tumbles around his fingers, and a handsome smile blooms on his face.

Then, one after another, photographs of Fire&Lights pummel the screen: the boys being mobbed in shopping centres, climbing out of limos, posing for the paparazzi and signing autographs backstage.

‘Renamed Fire&Lights – by Gabriel himself – the band went from strength to strength, winning the overall competition and, via social media, building a global fanbase faster than any band in history. But the press soon noticed tensions between Olly and Gabriel, and in certain corners of the fandom, an angry battle was raging. The hashtags #teamolly and #teamgabriel were permanently trending online, and when Gabriel mumbled, “I’m the fire, he’s the light,” during a television interview, some claimed he was talking, in code, about Olly. In public, the bandmates kept up appearances, but many wondered what was going on behind the scenes. Was their intense rivalry destined to tear the band apart?’

The camera cuts to Yuki, Aiden and Gabriel, sitting on a couch, being interviewed.

‘So, guys,’ says a voice off-camera, ‘before Olly gets here, tell me … what do you really think of him?’

 

I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the aching behind my ribs. It made me feel weirdly ashamed, spending all this worry on Gabriel and his father, when Olly and I had broken up only three days earlier. And the truth was, I missed him. I missed how safe he made me feel when we were together. How he seemed to understand me in a way nobody else did.

Would I see him again? Could we ever be friends after the way things had ended?

 

‘What do I really think of Olly?’ repeats Yuki, looking left and right at his bandmates. Then he leans forward and says in a whisper: ‘I once caught him eating a banana and ketchup sandwich, bro. No fear. AND he doesn’t floss. And he leaves the toilet seat up. He’s a liability.’

Aiden starts to giggle, and Yuki elbows him in the stomach. Gabriel presses a closed fist to his mouth.

When the laughter subsides, Yuki’s gaze turns solemn.

‘Nah, but seriously.’ He looks the interviewer right in the eye. ‘Olly’s our rock, man. He holds us together. Without that guy … this band would probably fall apart.’

 

‘Oh my god, Charlie … d’you hear that?’

I jerked my head up. Melissa was craning her neck to look at something in the distance.

‘Hear what?’ I’d been so engrossed in the video that I hadn’t realised we were about to walk through the gates to Caversham High.

And there were screams coming from the car park.





5

‘Take that back, you little bitch!’

Melissa and I snaked through the crowds of students, eventually arriving at the edge of a circle that had formed around two young girls, probably Year Eights. They were facing off against each other, and one of them, the smaller of the two, had scratch marks on her right cheek. They were glinting with fresh blood.

‘I won’t, I won’t!’ she screamed. She was trying not to cry.

The taller girl, broad-shouldered and athletic, closed the gap between them. Her face was set in a furious grimace.

‘You don’t know anything about Fire&Lights,’ she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘You don’t know anything about Olly.’

My stomach flipped at the sound of Olly’s name. I should’ve guessed it would be about this.

‘Shut up, I do!’ said the smaller girl, a quiver on her lips. Her long, blonde hair fell into her face, and she pushed it out of the way. ‘Yasmin’s brother used to be in the Scouts with him, you idiot.’

The tall girl snorted, and wiggled her head.

‘Oh, right, so he’s your best friend, then?’ She narrowed the space between them, and shoved the other girl, hard, in the chest. The girl stumbled backwards, her face turning pale with fear. ‘Gabriel pushed Olly out of the band because he’s jealous of him, and now he’s going to ruin everything.’

The blonde girl clenched her
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