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PROLOGUE
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FIVE YEARS LATER

The sun was beating down from a cloudless, blue Californian sky. Wearing an all-in-one floral swimsuit, Janine Rosario sat on a huge, brightly coloured towel and watched as her daughter, Fleur, paddled in the gentle waves of the ocean with her grandson. They were on the stretch of golden sand just across from their house which was situated on The Strand in Hermosa Beach. It was fortunate that the area where they lived on the twenty-two-mile-long beachfront walkway, had been largely unaffected by the catastrophic earthquake that had destroyed most of central Los Angeles killing over two thousand inhabitants, including Fleur’s English rock star husband, Rick Peterson, and Janine’s husband, Don.

Now, thanks to a ten-billion-dollar reconstruction grant, damage caused by the biggest quake in California’s history had been mostly repaired or rebuilt, and Los Angeles was finally getting back on its feet again. The event had been named ‘That Day The Earth Moved’, and true to form, a rejuvenated Hollywood already had a movie of the same name, featuring a host of top stars, in production.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The last five years had been a bittersweet time for Fleur Peterson. Her baby was born seven months after the earthquake, a beautiful healthy boy who she named, Richard Donald Peterson, after his father and grandfather, who affectionately became known as RD.

Her husband Rick had died in a devastating plane crash whilst attempting to land at Van Nuys airport on the day of the disaster. He was returning from a tour of the Far East and on his way to the funeral of Vince Boyd: the world-famous singer murdered by Rick’s producer, Dave Sanchez.  

Miraculously the stem cell clinic that had been treating Fleur’s crippling back injuries suffered saving Rick from a burning RV, had survived the devastation. The series of procedures she had undergone were successful, and as a result, she was now able to walk again and get around without using the wheelchair she so despised. Her only regret was that she never got the chance to tell Rick he was going to be a father. It was to be her surprise for him on their reunion at Vince’s funeral. 

Now, in the same way Rick’s mother Judy had done with him, Fleur was quietly getting on with the job of raising her son. 

She had also grown close to LAPD Detective Luis Gomez, her old partner with whom she’d helped solve Vince Boyd’s murder. Although still not officially an item, they had been seeing a lot of each other and he was spending most of his time in Hermosa Beach, especially since during the quake his apartment block had collapsed making him homeless and taking with it all his possessions.

Her mother, Janine, on the other hand, had dealt with the tragic loss of her own husband by throwing herself full-time into rebuilding Westoria Records. Having escaped an attempt on their life by fleeing to Mestigne where, using assumed names, they had lived until their true identities were discovered by the leader of a drugs cartel. Learning of Vince’s death, they had decided it was time to return home. In doing so they agreed to face questions from the FBI and Captain Anna Delaney of the LAPD about involvement in a drug smuggling operation they had co-funded with former Westoria Records owner, Manny Oberstein. They never had the chance before the earthquake struck and Don suffered the massive heart attack which left him dying in Janine’s arms. Since then, Anna Delaney had resigned from the police force. 

On the day of Vince Boyd’s funeral when the quake happened, Delaney had abandoned her post outside the Cathedral of Our Lady of Angels as it began to collapse, leaving casualties behind in order to save herself. She had resigned rather than face a disciplinary charge of gross dereliction of duty and moved to Washington with her boyfriend, the ex-FBI agent, Michael Fenton with whom she had since set up a private investigation agency.

Eventually the cases against Janine and Don were dropped through lack of evidence, and Janine had returned to her position as CEO of Westoria Records beginning the arduous mission of putting the company back on top once more.

Her first task had been to replace the distinctive Westoria Records Tower on Sunset Boulevard which had collapsed at the height of the devastation. Now in its place was a brand-new, ten-storey, modern, steel and glass construction. Her recording studios containing the latest digital technology and a Television Studio broadcasting music videos and live performances had been incorporated into the design. The legendary penthouse suite with its commanding views across Los Angeles had been recreated on the top floor and if the impressive collection of gold and platinum disks from Manny Oberstein’s time had been destroyed, Janine had taken on the challenge of replacing them with successes by the roster of a new generation of Westoria artistes. 

Now regarded as one of the label’s established acts, Lorey-Ann Thomas, Rick Peterson’s original bass player had become a big seller and had been persuaded her to sign a major deal with Westoria. Sales of her albums were now huge. Although no longer working together, she and Rick had long ago patched up their differences and there had been talk of a reunion album and tour along with drummer Carlo Garruda, but Rick’s untimely death put paid to such plans. 

The suicide of producer Dave Sanchez, had also been a major shock following the murder of Vince Boyd, and Janine knew she had a difficult task in trying to replace him. On a positive note, she had managed to reopen communications with an amazing girl singer from Birmingham in the UK called Angel, who Rick had originally recommended. Her previous manager, George Waters had set up a meeting when Janine was in the UK to sell her shares in Stratton’s, the club opened by Janine’s first husband Gerry Fortuna, and she had been impressed. However, Westoria had withdrawn from negotiations due to problems with Angel’s personal life. But now with a batch of fresh, exciting new songs, and once again working with George Waters, Janine had decided to pursue a deal.

Another casualty of the earthquake was Vonda Statzler’s office but she had taken the opportunity to relocate to bigger premises with her now full-time boyfriend Tony Fernandez. Vonda had also made Fleur a partner and Fleur had been encouraged to use the extra space in the office to take her young son RD with her. Being in the company of adults all day they soon noticed him showing signs of advanced intelligence. 

Fleur was advised to take him to a facility specialising in children with abnormally high IQ. After submitting RD to a series of tests, the doctors concluded there was something special about him. They discovered he had an incredible musical talent. Anything he heard, he could instantly play on the small guitar Fleur had bought for him. She was encouraged to take him to a school set up for the sole purpose of studying child prodigies. At first it had seemed a daunting proposition for the young RD having spent all his life up to now with his mother, but he soon settled in alongside similarly gifted children from all walks of life, including one equally talented boy, Jackson Thornberg, son of former president Elizabeth Thornberg who had stepped down after one term in office to look after him.

At the time, Elizabeth Thornberg had joyously announced the birth of her miracle baby son. After almost losing him on her reckless trip to Mondria she had publicly thanked her Lord for the gift of a healthy child, shedding tears that his father, JT Thornberg, would never know him, but would always be there in spirit. She milked the media attention for all it was worth.

However, there were two women who knew otherwise.

Dawn Meadows had been the president’s personal secretary since she first became a senator and had no doubt who Jackson’s father was; but, encoraged somewhat by an off-the-books payment of a million dollars from the former president’s private account, she chose to maintain a diplomatic silence. 

The other woman was Janine Rosario. She had strong suspicions as soon as it was announced the president was pregnant. Call it female intuition; she also knew the real father’s identity, but sadly he would never know the truth.

As with RD, it was soon apparent Jackson Thornberg had musical talents far advanced for his age, and his mother was approached to enrol her son at the same facility as Fleur’s son. Both roughly the same age, RD and Jackson had quickly become best friends and appeared almost telepathic when it came to playing music together. One eminent child psychologist who was part of the project had studied the two boys and commented that they could be twins, they were so alike in their ways.

One day, all the children from the school were taken on a special trip to watch a classical concert at the Hollywood Bowl. It had been a spectacular event, and the boys were sitting together in the minibus on the way back, excitedly reliving the event, when their vehicle was sideswiped by a truck that had run a red light, and ended up on its side. No one was seriously injured although the broken glass had caused a few cuts and grazes, and the boys, along with their classmates were taken to a local hospital as a precaution. 

Fleur was one of the first to arrive among other worried parents who had rushed to the ER department. The nurses had assured her that there was nothing to worry about, but the doctors had insisted on a few tests to make sure everything was OK. While she was waiting, the doors burst open and an official looking man wearing a black suit, with dark glasses and an earpiece came in, followed by a woman Fleur instantly recognised as Jackson’s mother, the former President, Elizabeth Thornberg. She had recently moved to Montecito with her son and was rumoured to be having an affair with her head of security. He certainly had quite striking looks, Fleur noticed. Ignoring all the other parents she was taken straight through to the Emergency Room. A short while later she returned following  her boyfriend who was pushing her son in a wheelchair. The boy was clearly upset, loudly asking about his friend RD, but his pleas went unheard as he was taken out to a waiting limousine and swiftly driven away.

Finally, Fleur was allowed in to see RD sitting up in bed with nothing more than a couple of Band-Aids covering the scratches on his head. The doctor told her there seemed no outward signs of any problems and was happy for him to leave with his mom. He said they would still check the results of the tests they had run, but he didn’t expect to have to speak to her again. Reassured, they walked out to the car park along with the other relieved parents and their children. On the way home RD told her that his friend Jackson could be a bit of a show off at times, but he still liked him. 

It was the first time Fleur had seen RD’s friend up close, and the way he looked and acted had triggered something in her mind, the way it used to do when she was in the LAPD. What was it about him that had caught her attention? 

Was it because he reminded her of a young Rick Peterson? 

She’d seen photos of Rick with his dad Pete when he was about the same age, and there was definitely a resemblance. And he certainly had the same musical talent as RD. 

She knew Rick had had an intense affair with Elizabeth Thornberg when she was first elected as president although it was something they had never discussed. But there was no way RD Peterson and Jackson Thornberg could possibly have the same father.

Could they?
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Hidden in the depths of the Cotswolds based in a huge gothic mansion once owned by Swedish-born film legend Miloš Rugosa, was Hotel $tyle.

The derelict mansion had been bought at an auction by a retired scrap-metal dealer, Ernest Barrows MBE, who painstakingly restored it to its former glory. Its black granite exterior complete with the original pointed arches, flying buttresses, and ornate stained-glass windows gave it a mysterious aura, heightened by the grotesques glaring down at visitors approaching the main entrance. Once inside, it was clear that no expense had been spared on the lavish decor and sumptuous furnishings. The black marble-floored foyer with its four ionic columns contained the reception area and off to the side was an enormous lounge and bar, fully stocked with the finest spirits, wines and champagnes. The hallway was dominated by an imposing, sweeping staircase reminiscent of Gone with the Wind which led to the restaurant – a fine dining room on the first floor - then continued up to the second floor where ten large well-appointed bedrooms were located. Finally, on the top floor were two luxurious suites, each boasting a king-sized four-poster bed and bathroom complete with jacuzzi, and, behind a door opened by an exclusive code, two additional suites reserved for VIP guests willing to pay a premium for their use. Two sumptuous apartments occupied the private wing at the rear.

Not many people ever got to see this finery, as admission to Hotel $tyle was barred to all but the rich and famous. For those arriving by road, a gravel drive led up to the mansion through extensive and immaculately maintained gardens. Meanwhile for the uber-rich there was a helicopter pad to the rear, with guests’ privacy protected at all times from the prying lenses of the paparazzi. 

The public face of Hotel $tyle was the suave and handsome, Neil Barrows, Ernest’s son. His father had raised him as a single parent after his wife died in childbirth. Now Ernie and Neil were inseparable, especially in their business ventures. The latest, Hotel $tyle was by far the biggest and most extravagant they had ever undertaken, but Neil was enjoying the challenge and certainly the attention he was receiving from some of the female clients. It was becoming more difficult for Neil to resist the blatant offers of sex from some of the rich widows, but he knew if he succumbed to their charms, he would lose the trust and respect he commanded. Six feet tall, his natural black hair cut fashionably short, and slate-grey eyes, his presence was apparent as soon as he walked into a room. He could have been a successful model with his looks, preferring instead to remain single and help develop Hotel $tyle.

A multi-millionaire from his various business enterprises, Ernest Barrows or Ernie as he prefers to be called was a post-war baby born to Reggie and Phyllis Barrows in the East-End of London. Not quite a cockney but near enough for him to adopt the accent. Phyllis, his mother, worked in the public laundry. His dad was a Rag and Bone man. 

From a young age, Ernie would sit on the horse and cart and help his dad go round collecting the cast-offs of the well-to-do in the streets of Mayfair and other well-appointed areas of London. Reggie taught his son the tricks of the trade, and Ernie soon became adept at charming their wealthy customers with his cheeky-chappie manner. Their horse and cart soon progressed to a van, and then an entire fleet. They soon outgrew their small yard and moved to a depot where Ernie built himself a workshop to pursue his passion for inventions. He was constantly coming up with ideas for weird and wonderful machines to perform all sorts of tasks; but his real ambition in life was to be a philanthropist. To do something special for mankind. 

For as long as he could remember, his mum had always been ill, often confined to bed for long spells, leaving Reggie to bring up Ernie on his own. They had a wonderful father and son relationship, but when his mum suffered a fatal heart attack, Ernie noticed Reggie begin to change. He was eventually diagnosed with dementia and Ernie was devastated. He vowed that one day he would make it possible to repair human beings using advanced techniques the like of which the world had never known. 

Reggie sadly passed away long before he could see Ernie awarded his MBE for services to charity, in particular dementia and the Heart Foundation.

During the re-building work at Hotel $tyle, Ernie and Neil discovered an extensive basement complex and set about creating a state-of-the-art laboratory accessed only by concealed lifts from above. It also had its own secret underground entrance leading to a half-mile long tunnel, which had been built years before for the reclusive film star owner to be able to enter and leave his property unseen by his adoring public.  

Ernie now had everything to make his promise come true, except for the one missing ingredient. 

The right person to run it.

Twenty-five-year-old Caroline Freeland was born in Cleveland, Ohio. 

She was beautiful with long blonde hair and blue eyes. Her grandfather, Gregor Freulich, had fled from Germany to the States with his young family towards the end of the war, changing their name to Freeland. Her father Georg, quickly adapted to his new surroundings and met and married her mother, Daisy, a research scientist at Ohio State University. They settled in Columbus where Georg was employed as a teacher in one of the local high schools. His heritage was useful since there was a sizeable Amish community whose first language was German and who regularly required the services of a translator. 

Caroline was an intelligent child with an exceptional IQ and very quickly came to the attention of her teachers. Her favourite subject was biology at which she excelled. The teachers were amazed at her enthusiasm for the subject and her natural affinity for the study of the human body and its organs. She passed all her exams with first-class grades and subsequently gained entrance to study at the University where her mother worked.

In the course of her research, Caroline read about the supposed wartime experiments of an infamous Auschwitz doctor called Hans Freulich, who it was believed wrote explicit accounts of the inhumane experiments he carried out but these had subsequently disappeared after the war ended. 

Not realising the connection, one night over dinner Caroline innocently revealed how she had been trying to uncover more details about a doctor called Hans Freulich. Her father surprised both Caroline and her mother by jumping up from the table shouting he would not hear that name mentioned in their house and storming out of the room. 

It took a while, but eventually her father revealed Hans Freulich was his grandfather, her great-grandfather, and the reason their name was now Freeland. He refused to talk about her great-grandfather and what he had done and told her to stop her search immediately. Unfortunately, to an eighteen-year-old student who was passionate about what she did, this had the opposite effect, and she threw herself deeper into her quest.

After weeks of frustrating dead-ends she finally made a breakthrough. On a secret online forum dedicated to Auschwitz and its survivors, she discovered a man called Otto Schnöbell, who said he had been a guard at the infamous camp and who had witnessed the horrendous events and claimed to have a copy of the doctor’s journals. After days of correspondence the guard, now in his eighties agreed to let Caroline have a look at the time-ravaged manuscripts. The only problem was he lived in Munich and was too old and frail to travel.

Undaunted, Caroline arranged to travel to Munich using attendance at a medical convention in Frankfurt as a cover for her trip. There she caught a train to Munich where Otto Schnöbell had agreed to meet her. The trip was a three-and-a-half-hour journey and she arrived full of expectation in the scenic Bavarian city. 

Otto lived in a small apartment in Giesing on the outskirts of the city in a three-storey block which from the outside appeared well-kept. Otto opened the door and Caroline immediately realised the reason he had insisted on meeting her there was the fact he was wheelchair bound, having no legs. He welcomed her to his home, and she followed him into the lounge which was immaculate. 

She refused his offer of refreshments wanting instead to examine the books on the coffee table in front of her. Seeing her obvious excitement Otto invited her to do so, and carefully opening the first one she soon realised she had a problem. They were handwritten in German. Not the modern German she had studied at school, but an old, bastardised version obviously used by her great-grandfather as a kind of code to protect his work. Otto could see her concern but reassured her he had done his best to translate them. He said that he often had long conversations with her great-grandfather about his work and had written down as much as he could remember. He passed her another notebook containing many written pages which fortunately she could understand. 

As she read his notes, she was aware that the information he was letting her see could be valuable and wondered how to broach the subject, but he knew what she was thinking.

“I have often wondered what to do with these journals,” he said. “In them are such awful things, things that I witnessed and wished I could forget. One time, I thought of destroying them. But when you contacted me and told me who you were, I thought maybe some good might come from them after all. Before you ask, I don’t want any money. I have enough for what I need, and to be honest I won’t be around much longer. So, take them. Perhaps you might find something useful in there. Who knows?”

Caroline thanked him for his time and promised she would take great care of what he was giving her. On the way back to Frankfurt she flicked through Otto’s notes, shocked at the volume of experiments her great-grandfather had conducted. Also, the variety. Early in the book she read about his attempts to change the eye colours of prisoners, their heads held in place by clamps and their eyes kept open while he administered drops, he’d concocted from various chemicals, each meticulously documented. All because der Führer’s racist ideology revolved around the creation of a blue-eyed, blonde-haired master race. 

One of his trials caught her attention. It was into ways to dispose of human body parts and how to convert them into a fertiliser. The notes didn’t specify what kind of fertiliser, but Caroline’s interest was piqued. She bookmarked the page to read later. The train was approaching Frankfurt, so she put the book back in her case along with the others.

She had two more days of boring lectures and seminars to attend before her flight home, she thought. On the other hand, there were one or two quite attractive male attendees who had caught her eye during registration who might make the rest of her stay fun.

On the last night she attended the farewell gala dinner and found herself sitting next to an extremely intense German student doctor, who was subjecting her to his thoughts on Hitlerian ideology and suddenly, she burst out laughing as she realised that she was the very blonde-haired blue-eyed Aryan he was describing. Sadly, he didn’t see the funny side of her outburst and spent the rest of the meal talking to the doctor sitting on his other side.
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Angela Jones was in George Waters’ office in Stratton’s Night Club, Birmingham. Angel, her stage name, and George, had patched up their differences after her boyfriend drummer had tried to get rid of him, an incident that had cost her the contract initially offered by Dave Sanchez at Westoria Records in LA. Now, partly because Janine Rosario liked George, and partly because she’d heard a new batch of songs written by Angel, a deal looked to be back on the cards.

Angel’s mother had pleaded with George to work with her daughter again, and, despite their previous issues, he’d agreed. 

Janine had gone to great length to make it clear that since returning to run the company, she would not tolerate any behaviour by her artists that would bring the company’s reputation into disrepute. George, personally felt she was being a little too severe, considering the well documented troubles involving Pete Peterson and his son, Rick. However, at the end of the day, she was the boss, and there was no way he was going to jeopardise Angel’s deal this time.

He had managed to persuade Westoria to allow Angel’s mother, Jacqui, to accompany her to LA where she would be working with the legendary producer, Curtis Jackson. 

Janine had first met Curtis when he had been in charge of the production of her ex-husband, Ray Law’s album. Now, years later she had been able to appoint him head of A&R at Westoria Records. She recognised his wealth of experience, especially in the Black Music scene, and had high hopes of success with the new signing. 

Although it had never been discussed, Janine had known Angel’s father was Ray Law the first time she met her but chose to keep it to herself. She was the image of him then, but even more so now. She was a striking looking young woman, and since the first time Janine had heard her in Stratton’s, her voice had matured. Jacqui was also an attractive lady, understandably protective of her daughter, and Janine had agreed it was a good idea for her to be around in case of any problems. 

Jacqui had raised Angela on her own after her husband had left them the moment he saw the colour of his new-born baby’s skin. The shame was that Ray never got to meet his daughter. He had died in a hit-and-run accident when his life was at its lowest ebb. Perhaps if he had, it might have encouraged him enough to sort himself out. But that was all in the past, and Janine, ever the Music Matriarch was looking forward not back.

Angel and Jacqui were booked on a new American Airlines Boeing 787-8 Dreamliner leaving from London Heathrow. The flight time to Los Angeles was just over eleven hours, due to arrive in the afternoon at 15.15pm but nighttime according to their own internal body clocks. Not that either of them had taken any notice as they were too excited. They had reservations at the Château Marmont, famous for its rock and roll reputation, and having cleared customs and immigration they took a yellow cab to the hotel on Sunset Boulevard and checked into their suite. Luckily, they had nothing scheduled until the next afternoon when they were due to meet with Janine and Curtis. They both freshened up and living on adrenaline, made their way down to the bar. Angel had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Finally, here she was in LA. After all that had happened, nothing was going to stop her now.

They were surprised when ordering two dry martinis, Angel was asked for ID, something they weren’t used to in the UK, but fortunately, she had her driving licence in her purse, and after checking it, the barman served them. 

As they were sitting sipping their drinks, Jacqui was looking round taking in the atmosphere. The bar was buzzing with energy, full of incredibly cool and interesting characters. She had always prided herself in her appearance. She kept her figure trim, regularly attending her local gym and her shoulder length, auburn hair, looked good with the streaks she’d had put in before they left. She knew back home that she could still attract men. But these were in a different class. Popstars, film stars - they were all here - and Jacqui loved the vibe. She felt herself wanting to be part of this scene. She caught a couple of the men giving her appreciative glances. Nice.

Angel was lucky. She was beautiful, slim, could eat and drink what she wanted and never gain an ounce. And she was the reason they were here. Not that Jacqui would ever begrudge her anything. She’d worked hard, especially after the disappointment from the last time, and finally her dreams were about to come true. All the same, there was nothing stopping her mother from having some fun. 

But right now, Jacqui’s eyes were drooping. She was finding it difficult to stay awake, and could tell Angel felt the same.

As they made their way through reception to the lifts one of the men she’d noticed before passed them and smiled, wishing them goodnight.

If he’s here tomorrow, things could get interesting, she thought as she pressed the button to their floor.

Breakfast the following morning was a culinary adventure. Jacqui had never seen so many different types of bread, cereals, cooked meat and fresh fruit in her life. She and Angel stood marvelling at the selection, undecided what to try. She’d noticed on the menu something called a Breakfast Burrito and watched as the chef assembled eggs, sausage, bacon, tomato, kale, avocado and salsa, and skilfully wrapped it all in a tortilla. After their journey yesterday, they were both really hungry and throwing caution to the wind, they ordered one each. 

Ambrosia of the Gods was the only way Jacqui could describe what she was eating. The trouble was she was going to have to visit the hotel gym and work off all the excess calories she’d just consumed. But that could wait until later. For now, she was going to enjoy her food. 

They were scheduled to meet Janine Rosario, the Music Matriarch after lunch in her penthouse office of the Westoria Records tower just further down Sunset Boulevard. They could see it from their balcony. She decided to wear the smart, dark blue pinstriped jacket and skirt she’d bought before they left the UK, and with a pale blue shirt and blue high-heeled shoes which accentuated her shapely legs, it was smart but also casual, and she felt good.

Angel was pleased to see her mother so happy. The past few years had been tough for them. Having the contract withdrawn because of the two bastards who almost ruined her career was devastating. But Angel was strong and with her mother’s support, she’d picked herself up, drawn on her experiences and written new songs. George Waters had been a rock. Always there with advice. Now it was up to her. Curtis Jackson, the head of A&R, had been in constant communication since the contract had been agreed. He assured her she would be working with some of the top musicians in LA. They were going to be recording in the brand-new Westoria Records complex and she couldn’t wait. 

She had received a message from Lorey-Ann Thomas, Rick Peterson’s bassist and now a star on her own, congratulating her on joining Westoria and wishing her luck. Curtis was also Lorey-Ann’s producer, and she said she was looking forward to hearing some great things. 

As Angel entered the lift to the penthouse suite her legs were trembling. She checked her appearance in the mirror one last time. She hoped she wasn’t looking too casual, wearing jeans and her favourite old leather jacket over a black t-shirt, but it was comfortable and her style. She held on to her mother’s arm as they were whisked to the top floor. 

When the doors opened, she was standing in the legendary Westoria Records penthouse shaking hands with The Music Matriarch herself, Janine Rosario.

“Welcome to Westoria Records, Angel,” Janine said. “I’m so glad you finally made it. Such a lot has happened since the last time we met back at Stratton’s.” 

Janine noticed how nervous the young singer seemed and recalled the first time she stepped out of the lift into the old Westoria Records penthouse suite with Pete Peterson. She had felt exactly like that as she shook hands with Manny Oberstein. She noticed Angel was even dressed the same as Pete had been all those years ago. 

She turned to Angel’s mother. “Oh, and Jacqui, please excuse me. Welcome also.” She secretly admired what she was wearing. Very smart, I like her style!  “May I introduce you to Curtis Jackson our head of A&R and your new producer, Angel.”

Curtis shook their hands. He was wearing one of his trademark garish suits made of dusky pink velvet with a crimson shirt. Doing her best not to show any reaction Jacqui had held on to his hand slightly longer than necessary. Finally realising what she was doing, she let go.

Janine was wearing a chocolate brown trouser suit over a burnt orange blouse and matching waistcoat with trendy brown leather ankle boots. Considering her age, which Jacqui guessed as being mid-70s, she looked stunning, oozing class and sophistication. It was then that Jacqui realised just how much she wanted to be in the clique that hung out in their hotel bar. And why not? She was attractive. Men back home had told her often enough. Her breasts were big, but the guys seemed to like that. How many times had she heard the line, “Ooh baby I love your tits.”

She suddenly realised she wasn’t paying attention to the conversation between Janine, Curtis and Angel and snapped out of her thoughts. Curtis had just said he and Angel would be starting in the studio first thing in the morning, and how, without appearing rude, he didn’t want Jacqui there. 

That wasn’t a problem as Jacqui quickly explained. “To be honest, I find being in the studio boring. There’s a lovely spa at the hotel which I’ve checked out, so don’t worry about me. I need to work off some of those calories from breakfast.”

Curtis and Janine smiled at her comment and seemed relieved. Some artists, especially young females liked having their mothers around which quite often could be a nuisance. Thankfully, not so with Angel.

“Well, that’s wonderful,” Janine said, as she opened a bottle of her favourite Bollinger champagne and filled four cut-glass flutes. “Let’s drink to the success of Angel’s first recordings with Westoria Records.”

They all clinked glasses. 

This is more like it! Jacqui thought as she savoured the taste. I could get used to this!

Angel was so excited on the way back to the hotel. Telling Jacqui how she thought Janine was one of the most wonderful women she had ever met. Jacqui listened to her daughter talking and let her mind drift back to when she first came across Janine Rosario. At the time, Jacqui had two jobs to pay for the expenses incurred by Angel’s recording sessions. One of them was as a part-time cleaner at a big hotel in Birmingham. She knew Janine was staying there because she’d been in George’s office with Angel and overheard him booking her a room for the night that she was seeing Angel’s show. 

The images of Tony Lu knocking on her door with flowers and champagne caught on the hotel’s CCTV had surprised her. She knew he was one of the investors in the club, and also who his girlfriend was. But when she watched as he returned later that same night and did not leave until early morning, she had been more than intrigued. She hadn’t said anything at the time, but to hear her daughter saying how wonderful and righteous she was made her cringe. The Music Matriarch might seem that way on the outside, but Jacqui knew on the inside she was just the same as everyone else.
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Thirty-year-old Lanie Hakobyan was of Armenian descent, born in Los Angeles. She worked in the phlebotomy department of the Draces View Medical Centre, Hollywood where RD and Jackson had been taken after the accident. She was routinely processing the results of the tests and ran a random DNA profile scan on both boys. She didn’t usually take much notice of the data she dealt with, but for some reason what she was looking at had grabbed her attention. She recognised the names of the boys. In the case of RD Peterson, his mother was Fleur Peterson, and her husband had been Rick Peterson who had perished in the earthquake. Lanie had been a big fan of Rick and was devastated when he died. But how was he the father of Jackson Thornberg, former president, Elizabeth Thornberg’s son? Because that’s what the readout was showing. She tried a different sample of blood, but the answer was the same. A definite familial match. 

Lanie’s mind was racing. It was against all ethical rules for her to reveal her finding, but this was too good to ignore. 

Her Armenian-born husband Bedroš was at home working on one of his latest disruptive schemes. As leader of the Boycott Fossil Fuel group of eco-zealots, she was sure he would be interested in her information.

She excitedly started share her news, but he seemed uninterested and carried on tapping at his computer. 

“For once in your life listen to what I’m telling you!” Lanie shouted at him.

Bedroš held up his hands apologetically and she started talking again.

“Baby, slow down, you know I can’t understand you when you use those hospital words,” Bedroš said.

Lanie took a deep breath and began once more, slower and simpler.

“OK, so listen. There was a road traffic accident involving some kids from a special school, and the docs at the hospital wanted me to run some tests on the blood samples they took. So, I happened to recognise two of the kid’s names. RD Peterson is the son of Rick Peterson, the rock star guy who died in the earthquake. Remember? And there was another kid, Jackson Thornberg who is the former president’s son and he was on the bus too.”

Bedroš was half listening and half looking at his computer screen.

“Anyway, I ran the usual tests, and everything was fine until I did a DNA profile scan.”

Bedroš yawned.

“And guess what?”

“I don’t know what, but I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.”

“They both have the same father!”

“Whaaat!” Bedroš sat bolt upright. “Say that again!”

“What I said. They both have the same father.”

“Are you sure? I mean really sure?” 

“Positive. I did an extra test and got the same result.”

“Wait a minute. Wait a minute. You mean you’re telling me Rick Peterson, the rock star was fucking the president?”

Lanie was nodding her head. “DNA doesn’t lie,” she said.

“Who else knows about this?” he asked.

“No one. Soo Lee had gone home. I was the only one doing the tests,” Lanie replied.

“Shit, this is dynamite!” He grabbed hold of his wife and kissed her. “This could be just what we need to make ourselves heard. Wait until I tell the others!”

Lanie pushed him away. “Bedroš, you can’t tell anyone else about this. I could lose my job!”

“Don’t worry, no one will know it’s come from you.”

Bedroš Hakobyan had called a meeting of his fellow eco-zealots in the back room of an Irish bar in Downtown LA called O’Reilly’s. The owner Dermot was a sympathiser and allowed them the use of his room for free mainly because of the amount of alcohol they consumed. He often wondered if they could remember what they’d discussed looking at the state of some of them when they left. 

Without revealing who was responsible for the information, Bedroš explained how he’d found out that the biological father of former president Elizabeth Thornberg’s son was rock star Rick Peterson, and not JT Thornberg, her husband. He had also found out that Rick’s own son and the former president’s both attended a special school specifically for highly gifted children. “The question is, how can we use this information to our benefit?” Bedroš asked the group.

“It’s got to be worth quite a bit for us to keep it out
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