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I’m the One Who First Suggested the Idea
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Our hotel was typical of what passed for luxury in Venice. Walls of fashionably cracked plaster and too many mirrors, enclosing a room just big enough to accommodate a sofa, two chairs, a dresser, a double bed, plus gaps to squeeze in between when you needed to go to the bathroom. Only the balcony was what you’d truly call spacious, and, because it had a sea view, we’d spent the whole first day there, sipping cocktails and ignoring comments from a succession of creepy guys down on the fondamente, where the paparazzi had gathered. The afternoon sunshine made a rectangle on the wall and a breeze billowed the curtains. Vases of flowers stood on every available surface, all gifts from fans and admirers, with more downstairs in reception. 

All this was before Julia’s galaxy-shattering phone call and the crisis meeting in Verona. I was sitting up in bed with my new laptop, wearing white-wire earbuds, navigating the TJN site and listening to retro. I clicked on pause. “Maybe we should road trip across the USA,” I said. ‘Road trip’ like a verb.

Soraya lay in her underwear on the sofa. She nursed a glass of orange and looked indifferently across and said nothing. She wore her headphones, so maybe she hadn’t even heard me.

“What are you listening to?” I said.

She lifted her left ear cushion and threw me a ‘what?’ look.

“What are you listening to?” I asked again.

She sighed like it was the dullest question ever. “All of the Stars. Ed Sheeran.”

We returned to our separate worlds. Outside, a man shouted ‘Soraya!’ in a wheedling, hopeless voice. Then, ‘Please to come out... per uno momento!’ She yawned, then I did. An ocean liner parped. Half a dozen seagulls quarrelled close by, presumably devouring the bread we’d put out earlier. ‘Soraya!’ another desperate male called. ‘Soraya!’ Like listening to ghosts.

“Just the two of us?” she asked after five minutes. “I mean, your American road trip?”

“Unless you want to bring someone?”

“I’m not judging, but we spend less and less time together nowadays.”

“Untrue. And don’t make out you’re jealous of Tim, because I know you can’t be.” I spooled my earphones and put them on the bedside table. “That was a joke, by the way.”

“Ho, ho. Not funny.”

“We’re supposed to be having a holiday,” I said, trying to affect a conciliatory tone. “Why so grouchy?”

“This?” She leaned so far forward, pointing manically to her scalp, that she almost fell off the sofa. 

Aha. Okay. I chuckled. 

We both had them. San Marco, two minutes on a rickety wooden chair, fifty euros a pop. We’d been lucky: others had paid twice that and knelt for the privilege. A bald rectangle courtesy of a dead painter no one really knows anything about, except that hers is the glowering face on a million T-shirts. 

“It’s itchy,” she went on. “Really itchy. And the heat. I can’t sleep at night.”

“It got us the cover of Harper’s Bazaar.” 

“Too high a price. And I’ve no idea what the fuss is about Whatshername who allegedly started it all off.”

It wasn’t the only thing we were in Venice for. We’d extended our stay a few days because we thought it’d be cool to be here when the charts were announced: Tuesday for the Billboard, Friday for the UK Singles. Top of My Tower was probably Coal Tar’s best track to date, yet Tuesday had come and gone, and it had stayed #6 in the US. We were hoping for better tomorrow in Britain. In the intervening period, Venice’s famous melancholy seemed to have got to us. Too many violet sunsets, maybe, too much grandeur, too many vague echoes of all the historical debauchery, real or imagined.

Anyway, the rock ‘n’ roll lifestyle’s identical everywhere: if you’re any good, the public incarcerates you indefinitely in a hotel room. Why we’d imagined it’d be any different in Venice defeats me. We were trying to take our minds off everything with a succession of castles in the air. Things like Let’s go on a road trip. 

Clearly Soraya was interested, though. When I thought more about it, I seemed to remember her broaching something like the same idea a while ago; could have been last year. 

Or maybe the year before. 

Pre- or post-Trump? It made a difference. America wasn’t the land of Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses any more. So people said. 

Mind you, that wasn’t just the USA. It was the whole world. 

I closed the laptop.

A road trip across the USA. Like Jack Kerouac and Dean Moriarty, or Thelma and Louise, or any number of high school seniors in teen movies, driving pink convertibles across the endless Arizona Desert. And diners, flashing red neon signs saying ‘Motel’, rap, new jack swing, jazz, timber-framed suburban houses with stars and stripes hanging from the balcony, rodeos, Jacob Lawrence, Elvis, yellow school buses. Another world. 

But Soraya was right. It was a pipe dream. Obviously, we’d been to America, lots of times, but only in an If it’s Tuesday, This Must Be Belgium kind of way. No time for sightseeing, we’ve got to be in Kansas City tomorrow morning. Those words usually coming out of my mouth, no one else’s. I’m the manager, after all. It’s part of my job to arrange schedules, fix deadlines, see everything’s done properly, be the sergeant-major everyone loathes. Most of the time, we could be anywhere. 

Anyway, I’ll be thirty-eight next birthday, nine years older than Soraya. I’m thin, long blonde hair, and people say I’ve a pleasant face; but you can’t hide the signs of encroaching middle-age. Not that I would. Botox isn’t something you do in the rock business, not unless you’re some kind of poseur. Grow old brazenly, that’s the ideal: like a budget-price melting candle. Keith Richards, Patti Smith, Iggy.
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Party People
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That night, we went to Marinello’s party. A go-fast boat picked us up just outside the hotel. We were served the predictable champagne at seventy knots. 

When we reached the yacht, the music and mingling had long since started. I wouldn’t say everyone with a capital E was there, but Harlinne Vobrosky was, and since she’d invited us to Venice for the Harper’s gig, we could hardly avoid her. Born and bred in Wisconsin, sixty-ish, tall with a grey bouffant and a worsted skirt-suit (even to something like this, where you’d imagine evening wear would be obligatory), she chain-smoked cheroots and drank rum and lemonade from a plastic mug with camels on the side.  

Soraya behaved respectably for a change and, after about an hour, the three of us sat on our own at the prow and talked about life and purpose. Harlinne is one of those people who believes the end of the world is imminent: Google’s making us stupider, the falcon can’t hear the falconer, that sort of thing. I think Soraya was a little scared of her. Nevertheless, after about an hour, they went off somewhere alone. I was on my sixth or tenth champagne, so I made no attempt to follow them. I was tired, if I’m honest. I wanted to lie on a mattress with my cheek on a cool white pillow.  

And depressed. At number six for the second week running, Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge and... Our best song. You stayed still for a week and people stopped believing in you. You hardly ever recouped the loss. Next week, you’d be twelfth. 

Please, Britain, please come through for us. We’d been seventh in the UK Singles Chart last Friday. Right now, I’d have settled for fourth this week. Fifth or sixth would be a loss of momentum, given that we’d been twentieth the week before.

Fourth, bloody hell. What happened to the days when we’d release a song and it’d go straight to number one? Me, praying for fourth! Maybe we’d reached the end of the line, success-wise.

No one from further up the boat came and sat with me. One of those times when you realise you don’t have as many friends as you think. Or maybe no one knew I was here. Either way, it was just as well, because frankly, I was having a minor meltdown. I was actually shaking (mind you, it was cold). Seventh. We were in seventh place! And I was hoping for fourth! That was how careers ended in this business: washed up on fourth, desperately praying for a miracle.

Soraya and Harlinne came back. They didn’t look like they’d been doing much. But they must have been up to something. Perhaps Harlinne had fancied her professional chances. You’re losing momentum, Soraya. Just look at the Billboard. You need a solo career and a new manager. If so, she didn’t know what she was up against. Again, I found myself not particularly caring. Partly, I suppose, because I knew Soraya would never leave me.

Most of the women here were flaunting their bald patches, sunburn and all, but Harlinne didn’t even have one. Too special a bouffant, clearly. I wondered what she was doing working for Harper’s, her being such a mixture of conservatism and bizarreness. Then I remembered: she was an agent, so not on their payroll. Just a go between. 

Still, Harper’s must respect her. 

I can’t remember what happened in the last three hours. I know it sounds clichéd, but after a while, all those occasions feel the same. Enjoyable in a way, but not something you’d make a detour for. Like work, really. Soraya and I held hands, and she kept asking if I was okay, like she felt guilty about having left me alone. I do remember we were back at the hotel, in bed, no later than four. 

And we hadn’t mentioned the road trip at any point that evening.
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A Paranoid Confession
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This sounds like it might be a pointless aside, but I promise you, it is relevant to what comes later. The truth is, Soraya and I are a majorly odd couple. Even we can see it. She’s lead singer in, and I’m the manager of, the world’s biggest rock band (if ‘rock’ is still a word – she says it isn’t): Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge, four great guys, one stellar woman! You’d expect our musical tastes to be the same; or at least similar.

Not at all. She’s into Overmono, Rihanna, Cardi B, Drake, MIA, Lucy Ward, Ariana Grande, Connie Constance, Jay-Z, Cupcakke, Stone Broken, Koyo, Beyoncé, Laura Marling, The Furrow Collective. Eclectic up to a point, but nothing older than a few years. I love all the above – some more than others, obviously – but my major tastes lie elsewhere. A motley collection of ancients too embarrassing to list here.

The point is, if we did go on a road trip across the US, we’d have to play our music on something. Radio, CD, MP3 player, you’ve got to share it. How to do that when you only ever manage to avoid fighting by retreating into your own phones and orbiting completely different playlists? Unfortunately – here’s the quandary - music is pretty much the most important thing in the world to both of us.

And it’s more powerful than people usually imagine. Yes, maybe it could unite the world, but it could also drive it apart. It’s tribal, especially when people start getting snobby about it, which they always do. My playlist’s better than yours. In fact, to be honest, yours is pants. Pride. Hundreds of years ago, one of the seven deadly sins.

Nowadays, when Soraya asks me what I’m listening to, I’ll likely as not make something up. 

Hey, I’ve built a career on being the coolest cat on the block. I don’t want people to know what I’m actually listening to. And I can’t change it. My tastes are my tastes.

Which explains how and why I decided that a road trip across the USA was out of the question. I mean, driving across Britain would be bad enough: South Shields to Skinburness, ninety miles, give or take. How the hell can you listen to that stuff? Turn it off, it’s making my ears bleed! Three thousand miles would be the end of us, on all levels. I’m not sure I could stand that. 

I wish I’d kept my stupid trap shut. It’d be the perfect pretext for her to go off with Harlinne.
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Also, I Wish I’d Never Written That
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Now that I’ve written that down, I can see how crazy it is. And let’s say Soraya and I were to go on a road trip across the USA, I could just make up a playlist. Load a bunch of up-to-the-minute stuff onto my phone, pretend I think it’s all freaking wonderful.

Couldn’t I? 

Truth is, I don’t know. Driving across America without Joni Mitchell and Alanis Morissette and David Bowie and Lindisfarne –

There, I’ve said it now.

And unfortunately, there’s much more where that came from.

To complete the sentence, however: it would seem like sacrilege. 

And the weird thing is, none of the above are even from the USA.
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How Things Suddenly Got Taken Out of My Hands
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How do I remember that it was 4am when Soraya and I got to bed, that night in Venice? Good question. God knows, I shouldn’t have: we’d had enough to drink. What I can say is that my phone rang at five, and at that point, I reckon I’d had less than an hour’s sleep.

Not unusual, the early hours phone call. I’ve lots of friends who’ve no idea when to call it a night, and insufficient brains to realise that, since it’s dark and five o’clock in the morning, you might not actually be awake, let alone primed for a conversation. If they are, you are: that’s their logic. Or they’re in some completely different time zone, and they don’t understand the implications of that either.

I looked at the screen expecting Gaz, Paul, Elliot, Brian, Laura, Lulu... Before I’d exhausted the possibilities, I read the actual name. Julia.

The Julia? The My Little Sister Julia?

It was my address book, so yes, J.U.L.I.A. meant Julia. 

Not good. She wouldn’t be ringing me unless... I picked up. “Is everything okay?”

“Very definitely not.” No preliminaries, no reassuring ‘how are you?’ nothing in that vein. “Are you sitting down?”

“It’s five am here. I’m in Venice. What’s happened?”

“Charlotte’s going to sue Dad.” 

Not the sort of sentence that makes sense when you’ve just awoken after a heavy party, or think you have. Too much like a continuation of dreamland. “Charlotte’s going to sue Dad,” I said to myself. 

I heard it. It sounded bad.

“She’s claiming he abused her,” Julia said.

Suddenly, it was as if someone had thrown a bucket of water over me. This was Charlotte she was talking about: our sister, two years younger than me, three older than Julia. And this was Dad –

“Our Dad?” I said.

“Our Charlotte, our Dad.”

“I don’t understand. Why? How? Oh my God.”

Soraya sat up in bed, nearly knocking the phone out of my hand. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

I shushed her.

“That was precisely my view,” Julia went on. “I know you’re supposed to believe the accuser nowadays. And no one’s a bigger supporter of hashtag-me too than I am. And I know the family – apart from the victim, obviously - is always last to admit it, or even realise there’s a problem in the first place. I know all that. But this is complete bullshit. And that somehow makes it twenty times worse.”

Soraya looked at me. I ran my hand reassuringly across her hair. The last thing I wanted was her contribution to the confusion. She lay down, and to all appearances went straight back to sleep. I threw a sheet over myself, took the phone out onto the balcony, sat on one of the metal chairs. 

“What precisely is she saying?” I asked.

“God knows what Mum’s going to think,” Julia carried on, not answering my question. “Or in fact, how it’ll affect all of us. Families implode over less than this.”

It’s not like Julia to get angry. Or show any emotion at all. I got a sense of the almighty row there’d already been. And the damage it had done.

“What precisely is she saying?” I asked, for a second time.

“I’m glad you asked that,” she said. “Because, according to her, you’re involved.”

“What do you mean? And if you’re ‘glad’ I asked it, why didn’t you answer when I asked first time round?” 

I should have been worrying about how I was supposedly ‘involved’, but then we were both of us putting tangential questions, probably because the central thing was so hideous. She’s claiming he abused her.

“Of course you’re not involved,” Julia said irritably. “Not really. It’s just her gormless fantasy. She’s stupid, that’s the bottom line. Always has been, always will be. You’re a world famous mega-millionaire, I’m a prize-winning novelist, Mabel’s about to graduate in medicine. Even John’s got talent, though why he prefers the life of a travelling salesman baffles all of us. What’s she got? Her candle so-called business and a truckload of whacky beliefs about the healing power of crystals. And right now, the bottom’s dropped right out of the New Age airy-fairy-crap market so, poor thing, she feels an abject failure. That’s the trouble with the truth, of course: it will come out. And she needs someone to blame. Anyone that isn’t her.”

“Please, Julia, just answer my original question: what precisely is she saying? And, while you’re on, how the hell am I supposedly ‘involved’? Why did you say that, if you’re only going to - ” 

“Okay, hold on to your seat. When you were about thirteen – she would have been eleven - Mum and John and Mabel and I went to see Auntie Jill in the Lake District, leaving you and Charlotte at home with Dad. Do you remember that?”

I took a sharp breath and let out an involuntary, “Oh, God.”

Pause. 

“Hannah?” she said. “Are you still there?”

“That’s what this is about?” I replied feebly. 

In some ways, this sudden realisation was a good thing. Now I had the measure of it. Abuse, maybe, yes, according to one definition. Nothing sexual. Nothing violent. Not even any touching. Seriously coercive, though. And way beyond a father’s rights. Psychological abuse. I can see how it could conceivably have messed Charlotte up; how she might have buried it her whole life, until one day – sometime recently - she went to whatever passed for a professional psychologist in her world. A shaman? And the shaman must have said, What happened to you was wrong, Charlotte. You need to confront it, stop running away. You need closure.  

Terms like ‘abuse’ are fluid, up to a point. There’s a strong consensus about its central characteristics, but disagreement concerning the periphery. Corporal punishment for kids was the norm when our parents were young. Nowadays, it’s grounds for taking a child into care. Is continual criticism abuse? What if it’s justified? Who judges? Physical, sexual, psychological, neglect. All this ran through my head at once, like someone reading a textbook aloud to me at speed.

“What actually happened?” Julia said at last. “Charlotte span some yarn about Dad locking you both in the front room for several days, no food, virtually nothing to drink, and then, when he let you out of the front room, stopping you leaving the house. Also, alcohol, lots of it. And then – so she says – he swore you both to secrecy before Mum got back. So she still doesn’t know. I mean, if that’s true... ”

The ellipsis was quite deliberate: designed for me to fill in. 

“I’m afraid it is,” I said quietly.

“Er... what?”

“But it wasn’t abuse,” I added.

“Just on the basis of the events I’ve just summarised, I can think of one or two lawyers who might well disagree. So it actually happened? My God. Maybe I’d better ring Charlotte and apologise.”

“It was a one-off. And there was food: a pizza, I think, and sausage rolls, and a big bottle of lemonade. We weren’t starved. And he was having a breakdown. Mum and he ... well, you know. She didn’t go to Auntie Jill’s for no reason.”

“Irrelevant.”

Suddenly, I was angry. With both women. Asinine, banal, small-minded... Particularly unforgivable in Julia, since she was supposed to be an artist. I had a strong sense she felt the same way about me: idiotic, delusional. We both wanted to hang up. 

“I don’t know what Charlotte’s next move is going to be,” she said coldly. “My guess is she intends to cite you in some upcoming legal action as either a witness or an accessory. The latter’s probably impossible, since you were only thirteen, but you urgently need to touch base with her. And I mean urgently.”

It was the first time Julia had ever talked to me like this. Normally, her being much younger, she was vaguely deferential. But obviously, I’d fazed her.

“On second thoughts,” she went on, “don’t call her. If you do, it’ll probably get confrontational. She’ll know I’ve been on the phone to you. We’ll have been conspiring. I don’t want to be tarred with that brush. Not after what I’ve just heard you say. She told me she’d call you tomorrow. When you pick up, pretend you don’t know why. You need to sort it out between you. It sounds sordid to me.”

“Well, it wasn’t.”

“Good night, Hannah. Pleasant dreams.”

She put the phone down to stress her sarcasm. Probably also to stop me getting in some kind of return dig. 

She needn’t have bothered. Fact is, I could see she had a point. 

Maybe I had done wrong, all those years ago. I’d certainly buried it in the meantime. 

Perhaps because I’d benefitted. 

Victim or accessory? Or both? Anyway, there had been food.

Poor, poor Charlotte and her stupid, pathetic candles. 

When, an hour later, Soraya came out onto the balcony and put her arms round me, I was still crying.
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I Get Mercilessly Grilled
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The sun came up suddenly, like it does in that part of the world, and my mood changed. I didn’t feel sorry for Charlotte any more. In fact, I wanted to kill her. I couldn’t wait to pick up the phone and give her a piece of my mind.

Obviously, the first thing I had to do was concoct a plausible lie for Soraya. This was family stuff, and it was bad. It needed containing, not spreading.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, when she’d put her arms round me. 

“Charlotte’s business has gone down the dip,” I said. Feeble reason to cry, but it had to be something true, and that was all I could think of.

“Your sister?” Soraya said. “You mean her candle shop thingy?”

I nodded.

“Can’t you just give her some money?” she asked.

“She won’t accept it. Not from me. She’s too proud.” I had to force out the last three words.

“So what’s going to happen to her? Will she lose her house?”

“I don’t know.”

“You could offer her a loan, couldn’t you?”  

“She won’t take that either.”

“You’d be surprised what people’ll take when they’ve got their backs to the wall. She’s got a kid, hasn’t she?”

“A little boy. Seth.”

“What’s her husband do again? Is he in the candle business too?”

“Joint ownership, yes. Seventy-thirty hers.”

“Why’s it gone bust?”

I hadn’t expected this kind of interrogation. I didn’t actually know the answer, which probably wouldn’t have mattered, but for some reason, I felt I had to make something up. “People have stopped buying candles for magical purposes, I think. That should be mag-ick-al, with a K. That’s her niche. The Women Who Run with the Wolves and Harmony Nice set. It’s what the Yankee Candle Company can’t compete with. Or so she thought. Turns out they don’t have to.”

“So she’s essentially making candles for zonked out hippy-types, yeah?”

“I’m not sure - ” 

“No wonder she’s gone down the pan. You can’t rely on those sorts for a steady income. They’re there one day, gone the next. And most of them are middle class. Your sister might think she’s making a top-notch product, filling it with the spirit of the moon goddess and all that, but Jeremy and Jocasta only want authenticity when they can flaunt it. How are you going to flaunt a candle?”

“See your point.” I hadn’t expected her to take it this seriously. She was actually angry. The second time in twenty-four hours I wished I hadn’t said anything.

“I should have a word with her,” she said. “I could part buy her out and make the whole thing a bit more ruthless. And diversify. Together, we might be able to claw our way back from the brink. The hippies will always let you down in the end. Candles are due a comeback, in my opinion.”

“Really.”

“I’m serious.”

“You’ve already got a job,” I said. “You’re a singer.”

“I’m not going to be a singer for ever.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not stupid. We’re stuck in sixth in the US, and we’ll probably find out we’re stuck in seventh in the UK. Anyway, I’m only where I am because I look like I do.”

“Rubbish.” 

“Ten years time, people will have forgotten me. And don’t give me all that but you can really sing crap. The world’s run by men, for men. There’s always another great voice, but your body breaks down. Men want to see a better one.”

I sighed. This was all because we were waiting for the UK Singles Chart and Venice had sucked the joie de vivre out of us, and Harlinne was probably in there somewhere too. And it was untrue. I couldn’t cope with it now. 

“There are better ways of diversifying than going into candles,” I told her.

“It’s not about candles,” she said. “It’s about you and me. Me stepping into the breach and rescuing your sister, and so indirectly helping you. Why? Because I love you.”

I reached for her hand across the table and squeezed it. “I love you too,” I said. “But let me try and sort it myself first. She’s supposed to be ringing me today.”  
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Womance/ Sismance
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I should probably explain about me and Soraya. First up, we’ve never actually had sex, whatever you might be thinking. Yet if it ever came to crunch-time, we’d do literally anything for each other. Routinely, we do a fair amount of touching, kissing, holding hands, and we exchange endearments and mean them. I love you, baby. And when we’re on tour, or doing a gig, we sleep together – I mean in the same bed. Like sisters, maybe? ‘Womance’? ‘Sismance’? Both real words. She says I’m the only person she’s ever truly loved. 

That’s it. That’s all there is.

I say ‘all’ but of course it’s a lot. Especially given that I’m married. I’m pretty sure Soraya’s a lesbian, but as far as I know, I’m neither straight nor gay nor bi. I love specific people, that’s as much as I can honestly say. I love Tim and I love Soraya, but I’m not attracted to generalities like ‘men’ or ‘women’. And I know how lame that sounds. But it is what it is. 

And I don’t know what it is. Not exactly. 

And I don’t feel the need to. Because I’m not unhappy. Far from it.

How do I love them? One: totally differently to the way I love (a) my biological family and (b) my friends. Two: in a way that’s somehow based on physical and spiritual proximity – on breath and skin contact and smiles -  even when we’re apart for long periods (as Tim and I often are). Three: in a way that isn’t primarily about sexual organs.

Maybe some of this is because I was born in 1981. I won’t bore you with the details, but the statistics definitely support the idea that we millennials are having a lot less sex, and are happy with it. If that’s so, maybe I’m not so screwy after all.  

I’d never leave Tim, but nor would I ever leave Soraya. And they both know that. I’m exclusive to two people, but I can’t whittle it down any further. If they ever decided to fight over me, and they got really serious about it, then I’d probably take myself off somewhere like Beachy Head. But I know for a fact that’ll never happen. I’ll explain later.

Do either of them ever have sex with other people? Soraya, yes, sometimes. I don’t know the details, and I don’t care. I want her to be happy. Tim: I doubt it. He feels the same way about me as I feel about him. We have sex, yes, but it’s sex, that’s all. It’s not the proverbial be all and end all. It’s not art, or great thought, or companionship or affection or even love: it’s biology. 

Anyway, I hope that clarifies matters.

But it probably doesn’t, because that’s only about 10% of it. 

You’ll have to wait for the other 90%. What we writers call a ‘cliff hanger’.

Why?

Because I don’t want you looking at me in a different way. I’m Hannah Lexingwood. I’m at the top of my game, as the cliché goes: manager of the world’s number one rock band, mega-millionaire, world top ten influential person, &c. Strong, healthy, wealthy and wise. 

And I definitely don’t need looking after.
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Time to Think
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It seems to be a universal rule of life that you’ll only ever get time to think deeply about something when you don’t need it and would rather not have it. I waited all that day for Charlotte to ring, and she didn’t. 

Being in Venice didn’t help. With the paparazzi decamped outside our hotel, and a shortage of dry land to hand, we were effectively confined to barracks. Four in the afternoon found us in exactly the same positions as yesterday: me in bed with laptop and earphones, Soraya sprawled on the sofa with headphones. This time, she was reading a novel. I couldn’t see what it was, but, going by the cover’s colour-scheme not one of Julia’s, thank God. That would have been a bitter irony too far.

“I’m bored,” she said eventually. “What are we doing tonight?”

“What would you like to do?” 

“Haven’t we been invited anywhere?”

“Lots of places. Three private parties, one boutique nightclub with VIP passes. Take your pick.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere people know us,” she told me. “What about one of those jazz bars? We could get Ian and Fred, the security guys, to be our partners, just so we look normal, and we could get disguises. No one need know it’s us. I’m sick of being the centre of attention all the time. It’s okay normally, but here it’s claustrophobic.”

“We’re leaving tomorrow. And depending on where Top of My Tower is, we may or may not feel like going out.”

“You’re right. Let’s stay here and either celebrate or commiserate. In any case, I don’t want to bump into Harlinne.”

I laughed. “She’s bang on the nail about climate change, though. A few weeks ago we were lying down on bridges in Central London, trying to stop traffic. Remember that?”

“Yeah, but at least Extinction Rebellion’s doing something. Harlinne thinks it’s all inevitable.”

“She’s a very good mover and shaker. She gets things done, so they say.”

Soraya put her hand on her bald patch. “Yeah, thanks, Harlinne. Much appreciated.”  

“The cover of Harper’s is worth the aggro.”

“I doubt it. They need us more than we need them.”

“Famous last words. Wait till after the Chart Show.”

She scoffed. “You really think we’ll have dropped? Come on, we were seventh. That had to be a miscount. We’ll be number one. I know it didn’t happen in America, but it will, even there, I’m certain.” 

“When celebrities start thinking like that, it’s usually because they’ve become complacent. Then they start getting cocky. Then they lose friends and alienate people, and suddenly, they’re not so famous any more. To get back to the point, Harper’s Bazaar’s an institution. It’s been around since the 1860s. It doesn’t need anyone, let alone us.”  

“Moral of the story: be grateful for Harlinne.”

“Exactly.”

She laughed and broke into song. “Thank you, Harlinne. Thank you for the hairline. For making me itch like hell. Though you never got one yourself.”

“What were you talking to her about, at the party?”

She turned to look suspiciously at me. “Funny time to ask.”

“You don’t have to say. I just wondered if she was trying to sign you up.”

“Jealous?”

“Might be. Was she?”

“No.” 

“Fine.”

“Fine,” she echoed.

“Fine,” I repeated.

“Happy now?”

“I’m fine.”

“Want to know what we were talking about?” she asked. “Or are you just interested in what we weren’t?”

“Since I’m your mother, I demand to know everything. And don’t you dare leave anything out, young lady. I will find out.”

“She used to organise road trips across the USA for tourists.” She left a pregnant pause. “Call her, if you like. Ask her.”

I laughed. “Bloody hell, I didn’t know you were still thinking about that. How did you find out she was in that line of work?”

“Online. Then I messaged her and asked her about it. Just casually, while I finished listening to All of the Stars. Remember that? I told her not to tell you. When we met on the yacht, she wanted to discuss it. By that time, you’d got cold feet, and I assumed you’d be narked, so I took her off alone. But she’s not the kind who takes no for an answer.”

“Weird, given that she believes the end of the world’s round the corner.”

“So true, as Donald Trump would say. That’s why I don’t want to bump into her tonight.”

“She’s probably gone back to America now. She only came here as part of the Harper’s thing and probably Marinello’s party. Do you really want to go on a USA road trip?” 

“One day, maybe. Not now. Let’s just focus on worrying about Top of My Tower for the time being.”

She put her novel to one side and picked up her phone. I went back to what I’d been doing earlier, which was searching for signs of Charlotte on the internet. She was a ferocious blogger as a rule, but, perhaps for obvious reasons, ‘Contemplations of a West Country Candle Creator’ hadn’t been updated for several days. 

Four pm. Since the UK was an hour behind us, still sixty minutes till Radio 1 revealed all. Or started to. It was a two-hour show, and God willing, we wouldn’t learn our fate till the end, or close to. We’d listen together online, as always, clutching each other ever more tightly from number ten downwards and ... I didn’t have a good feeling about this. Usually, we’d celebrate. We weren’t used to losing. How would we cope if it really was bad news?

I’d been so busy searching for clues about my sister, I hadn’t noticed what Soraya was doing. She had a half-empty bottle of Scotch by her side. She took a pull.

Have you drunk all that? would make her angry. It didn’t pay to confront her when she was liquoring up, as she obviously was now. Over the years, it had become less and less of a problem. Partly because I’d helped her. But success had also done her good. 

Maybe she was making up for being such a goody-goody at the party last night. More ominously, perhaps, underneath, she was as scared about the next two hours as I was.

In any case, I knew how to deal with it. “Are you going to share that?” I asked.

She grinned. “I was wondering when you were going to ask.”
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Hard & Soft Drugs and Other Animals
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I was wondering when you were going to ask. Probably by now, you’re thinking, where are all the drugs? Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge is a rock ‘n’ roll band (according to me; you’ll get a different assessment from Soraya: more like ‘an everything band’), so where are all the drugs? That yacht in the lagoon, for example. Shouldn’t we all – Soraya, Harlinne and I – have repaired to the toilet for twenty minutes to do a line or three? Shouldn’t our noses be rotting? Shouldn’t someone – the hotel manager, perhaps, or one of the paparazzi – have, at some point, found at least one of us face-down in a pool of her own vomit with a needle sticking out of her arm? Shouldn’t that person be blue in the face and cold to the touch? If I hadn’t called the ambulance in time ... I can’t imagine! ... She/ they can’t go on like this ... She’s/ they’re headed for an early grave! Hey, that’s the music biz. That’s the expectation.

It’s a lot to live up to. Soraya grew up on a council estate in Rotherham. In her world, you either hung with the druggies, or you avoided them altogether. Largely due to her dad, she took the latter route. Not easily, from what she tells me.

I’m middle-class through and through. I did cannabis in my late teens and early twenties, but I was always conscious that (pathetic though it sounds) my parents wouldn’t really approve. 

So there we are. What it boils down to, once again, dear reader, is that both Soraya and I are millennials. As such, we actually care what our parents think. Long after we ‘should’.

Should in inverted commas. Because actually, that’s a good thing. As is the fact that we’re not sex-obsessed. In most cultures, it’d be seen as a virtue. 

But of course, we do fantasise about drugs. 

Sometimes. 

I remember a conversation Soraya and I had last New Year’s Eve.

SORAYA: I’m pissed. Happy pissed.

HANNAH: (Laughs) Me too!

SORAYA: How about taking it to the next level?

HANNAH: Meaning what?

SORAYA: There’s an old guy back there selling LSD.

HANNAH: LSD?

SORAYA: You know: as in, The Beatles? I can get us two tabs.

HANNAH: Don’t bother.

SORAYA: Really?

HANNAH: You don’t know how pure it is. Or what it is. It’s not like the 1960s, where you had a bona fide counterculture, selflessly devoted to turning the world on by any means necessary. You actually had qualified chemists in those days, trying to make it hundred per cent pure. Nowadays, all you have is chancers, out to make a buck. We could easily end up having a bad trip. They say you never recover from that. Ever.

(Long pause)

SORAYA: That was quite articulate for a drunk.

HANNAH: Thank you.  

SORAYA: A bit like a university lecture.

HANNAH: Thanks.

SORAYA: (Sighs) Okay then, you win. Fancy another drink?

HANNAH: I’ll have half a pint of lager, please.

SORAYA: Oh, come on, Hannah!

HANNAH: (Laughs) What?

SORAYA: At least make it a full pint!

HANNAH: I can’t!

SORAYA: Compromise then. Two pints between us.

HANNAH: (Shrugs) Yeah, okay. 

One day, we’ll do LSD. We’ll go into a parallel world, and see everything anew. 

That’s our dream. We’re just waiting for another Owsley Stanley.
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How We Ended Up Breaking the Law
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For some reason, probably because I was so focused on Charlotte, I didn’t actually check my own email. Who does email nowadays? For business purposes, okay, but personal stuff? 

Answer: a writer. Specifically, a novelist. By this time, I’d stopped caring so much. Soraya had passed me the Scotch and, after a few swigs, I was in que sera, sera mode. Alcohol has a way of doing that, of course, depending on the mood you’re in when you start.

By the time I spotted the message (title: ‘Lottie latest’), the UK countdown was halfway through. We’d just had fifteen, and we were in the middle of Yellow Bob, ‘Misty’. So far, so good, but still a way to go.

I haven’t a phone signal this end, so I hope this reaches you. I’ve had another talk with Charlotte. She may have changed her mind. Rethink, therefore: you need to call her. She knows I’ve spoken to you. She’s scared you’re going to blow your top. Don’t, obviously.

I wasn’t in the mood for this. How did Julia get to be such a bossyboots all of a sudden?

To be fair to her, though, this was serious.

Typical Charlotte. Telling Julia she wants to name me as an accessory or a witness, then worrying about me ‘blowing my top’. 

Mind you, nothing Charlotte ever did made sense. I’m surprised the candle shit hadn’t gone bust in the noughties.

Julia had sent this message an hour ago. That’s how long it had taken me to do the sensible thing and look at my own inbox. 

An hour. Mind you, why should I look at my email? Why couldn’t she do Facebook Messenger or Twitter or Snapchat, like a normal person?

Because she was bloody Julia, that’s why. And she wasn’t normal. Four years ago, just before she met Knut, her boyfriend died in a fire, and she lost her memory. Bad time. I won’t go into the details because they’re a matter of public record, but no one in my family’s entirely right in the head. Maybe Mum, that’s all. 

Another thirty minutes wouldn’t hurt. One thing at a time. I really, really needed to know where Top of My Tower was. Once I’d got closure on that, I could cope with anything. In fact, with a bit of Scotch inside me, a conversation with Charlotte would probably be a whole lot easier. I should call her soon as I found out about Tower, before the effects wore off. Or before they got worse; before I started getting super grouchy.

It was while I was trying to work out what I needed to say that I became aware of two things: a song I recognised, and Soraya on her feet with a face like thunder.

I’d love to say the truth kicked in like a bad dream, but that would be a cliché. The fact is, I didn’t need any sense of being flung over a cliff edge, because Soraya saved me the trouble.

“Thirteen,” she said. “We’re at thirteen.”

Like four hammer blows. Each ramming the central fact home.

Thirteen? 

Thirteen? 

‘Shocked’ would be an understatement; but at least I recognised myself. I was Traumatised Hannah, one of the less alluring versions of me. I didn’t recognise Soraya at all. She’d actually come out in hives. She stood in her underwear with that horrendous bald patch, head drooping, hair (what remained of it) tangled, mouth open, arms limp, knees trembling, looking like she was about to cry; and that the reason she was about to cry was she’d just been attacked by something with full authority to inflict limitless suffering. Like Radio 1.

“We’re at number thirteen,” she said. 

“I can’t believe it,” I said. I was talking to myself as much as her. “What’s wrong with people? This is our best song!”

“Best song ever! What’s it mean? What does it mean, Hannah?”

I could probably have cobbled together an answer, but I could see it was a rhetorical question. She knew what it meant. It meant we’d lost the ability to assess our own work. 

“WHAT DOES IT MEAN?” Her phone rang, snapping her out of monomania – by which I mean, she turned robotically and picked it up. “Hello?”

Thirteen! 

Shit, that was bad. 

Before I could ask her who was calling, my own phone rang. I looked at the screen to make sure it wasn’t bloody Charlotte. Last thing I needed. 

It wasn’t. It was Elliot, the songwriter, one of the band. Four great guys, one stellar woman. Which sounded so hollow now.

“I assume you’ve been listening to the radio,” he said laconically. “I’d just like to say sorry. I thought it was my best ever song.”

“It is!”

“The world doesn’t seem to think so.”

Soraya went into the bathroom, then she apparently changed her mind. She turned and rushed out at speed. She screamed. She kicked a table. She pushed four vases over. She picked up a fifth and threw it at the mirror opposite the bed. 

I ducked to avoid the explosion. “I have to go,” I told Elliot.

“Is that who I think it is?” he asked. “Has she been drinking again?”

“Just a bit.”

She picked up two fistfuls of flowers and hurled them at the dressing table, then knocked four more vases over. She grabbed a bunch of gladioli by the petals and ran onto the balcony and threw them down into the street where the paparazzi were. Distant yells of mingled indignation and appreciation. Someone wolf whistled. She was still in her underwear, and, although she didn’t look like anyone’s idea of a hot date – more like Gollum in lingerie – it was definitely what some of them had been waiting for. They probably couldn’t believe their luck. She rushed back in, grabbed two vases full of flowers and took them out onto the balcony and threw them down into the street, vases and all, and started screaming obscenities.

I ran outside and grabbed her. She tried to kiss my lips. We fell over, smashing something or other, and started wrestling. One of us was bleeding: that was blood on the floor. I laughed. She grabbed my hair and tried to kiss me again. I rammed half an orchid into her mouth.  

Ten minutes later, the police arrived.  
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Just Like the Hellraisers of Yore
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You don’t get much of that any more: rock stars trashing hotel rooms. I’m not saying I ever approved, but I suppose it’s what the public gets when it pays you a zillion dollars a week but imprisons you in a succession of small, identical, and horribly anonymous living spaces. You know you’re allowed to go ape-shit because you can pay for whatever damage you cause. And it relieves the tension. Even though you usually feel a bit guilty, the relief always trumps the guilt.

You’ve probably twigged by now: this isn’t the first time something like this has ever happened. 

Just not with such a dark backdrop. Never anything like seventh to thirteenth.

I didn’t find out till later, but Soraya wasn’t just drinking and listening to the radio. She was reading magazine articles on her phone. Music magazine articles. And they all seemed to know what was coming. And they loved it.

Things like: All Good Things Must Come to an End? It looks as if the mighty Lexingwood-Coal Tar machine might finally be about to come off the rails. According to an unofficial UK chart released yesterday, the band’s latest offering, Top of My Tower, could be headed for the most spectacular drop of any Fully Magic Coal Tar single since the band formed in 2009, and the first from outside the top five since they appointed Hannah Lexingwood manager in 2012...

And: One false step for the world’s
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