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As we approached the record company’s HQ, Bandit was quaking worse than I was. I’d thought my lumbering grey dog would enjoy the excitement of London town, but he’d been whining intermittently since we’d got off the train from Bristol. I, too, tensed every time a siren screamed past me in the street.

I was late. Extremely late. I’d almost turned back twice.

On the pavement outside the chrome-and-glass building lay a dead bird. The black and white of a magpie. Bandit sniffed it. I dragged my amateur crime scene investigator away, through the revolving glass doors and inside.

A security guard, stout and bearded, fixed me with a dubious look.

‘Sorry, we’ll be good,’ I said, even as my dog zigged and zagged, pulling at his lead. I’d been hoping to sneak him inside as part of a crowd, but there were no crowds, and Bandit was too much of a showman to stay incognito.

‘Didn’t see him.’ The security guard shook his head. ‘Did not see him.’

‘Cheers.’ I hurried towards the reception desk.

This was an industrial-looking space, with polished concrete floors and exposed pipework in the ceiling. There was no colour anywhere except for on the screens, three metres tall, where giant-sized superstars smirked and twirled. I caught a flick of silver-blonde hair and looked away.

‘Kirby Turner? I had you down for three o’clock.’ The woman frowned behind pink cat-eye glasses when I introduced myself.

I pulled a hand through my tangled brown hair and produced a shit-happens-right smile. The last five years had taught me: no excuses. I burbled some anyway: train delays and getting lost and yes I’m an idiot and no I don’t belong here.

‘Try and fit you in.’ She gestured to the waiting area. ‘Can’t promise anything.’

The appointment for this audition had only come through yesterday. I didn’t have a manager anymore, so God knows how they’d got my number. An assistant to an assistant to an assistant had messaged me: Arena tour. Had a last-minute dropout. Want a girl drummer. Feminist thing or something.

For my last audition, I’d met the band in a pub. The frontman said ‘you can play the drums, right?’ and I said ‘yeah’, and just like that I booked five shows playing to an audience of dozens. This was different.

I had to sign an NDA before I could even know the name of the band I was auditioning for. That would happen when – if – I booked the gig. However, the words ‘arena tour’ had been sparking in my brain for the last twenty-four hours. Despite my nerves, a smile sprang to my lips. Me, on an arena tour. It was a dream I thought I’d lost forever, but maybe… maybe.

I took a seat on a scratched wooden bench (terribly chic, terribly uncomfortable). The lobby of the record company smelled, incongruously, like popcorn. It took me a minute to locate the source: there was an old-timey, red-and-white-striped machine by the door, inscribed with the words, Step right up to the circus.

Bandit pushed his long nose into my lap, liquid brown eyes imploring. My rescue mongrel resembled a lurcher but with more oddities. No, it hadn’t been a good idea to bring him with me, but his presence kept me grounded. Thank God for you, my stinky buddy. I stroked his head with one shaky hand. Without you, I might actually lose my mind.

People rushed past, up and down the floating staircase, a parade of hair-dye and vintage fashion. I thought I recognised someone, but it turned out to be a different man with a mohawk. It was like the music biz had regenerated in the five years I’d been away, new musicians replacing the old. Not surprising – in the entertainment industry, you could go from wunderkind to has-been overnight.

I wiped my palms on my jeans, noticing too late that there was dirt wedged deep under my fingernails from where I’d spent the morning digging the veg patch. My T-shirt was green-faded-to-grey and bore the legend FRACAS! (the name of a friend’s band, long since disbanded). My ripped leather jacket was now a size too small, turning my arms into squeezed sausage filling.

When you were a teenager, or a perky twenty-something, following your dreams was admirable. When you were thirty-two, it was lunacy. Settle for what you have, stop fooling yourself. Yet a tiny flame of hope burned inside me. Maybe I wasn’t a has-been. Maybe this was my big break.

I knew instinctively that everyone who passed by – every fashionista snapping selfies, every beard bro who’d tooth-brushed his white trainers this morning – harboured the same delusional hope. In one of my lyric notebooks, I’d once scrawled: FAME IS A PYRAMID SCHEME. It was, admittedly, more profound when you were drunk, but there was truth to it. In the music business, the top was rarefied air. Few made it. Many more bankrupted themselves failing to get there. Yet there would always be a queue of people waiting at the bottom of the pyramid for their shot, paying in hopes and prayers and dreams.

You’d kill for it.

My bench rocked as someone shoved past. ‘Ready?’

It was the receptionist, beckoning me to follow. I stood up and Bandit darted away, pulling on his lead, back towards the revolving doors. Yes, we should go. Back to our little life in the country. Coming here had been a mistake. Obviously, I wasn’t booking a big-time gig.

‘Kirby?’ The receptionist’s expression turned to annoyance. ‘We can fit you in if you hurry, room twelve upstairs.’

I bit my lip. Stay or go?

After all these years, hope still sparked in me.

Heading to the stairs, with Bandit in tow, I mustered a smile. Showtime.

*

‘Is this you?’

The guy in the audition room shoved his phone under my nose. The screen was greasy, but the picture was clear. The other Kirby was younger, skinnier, bolshier, with engine-red hair where mine was brown.

I kept my voice even: ‘Uh-huh.’

‘Really?’ The man, with eyebrows raised, pulled the word apart into two long syllables. He was big-framed, bursting out of an (ironic?) Hawaiian shirt.

‘Yep.’ I moved to the drum kit. ‘Should I get started?’

He shrugged, returning his gaze to his phone.

If you’ve heard of me, it’s probably for one of three reasons:

One, you know the song ‘Snide Baby’ by The Deads. My ex, Frankie Carmelli, sang ‘Fuck you, Kirby’ during the bridge and it became a rallying cry at gigs, a whole room screaming fuck you, Kirby. It used to bother me – hell, it still does bother me – but now I can laugh at the absurdity.

Two, I was in a minor girl band called Jitterboo, who had one hit, ‘Crazy Daze’, seven years ago. Technically, we were not a one-hit-wonder, because two of our other songs charted at an inauspicious twelve and thirty-one respectively, but that was muso trivia for you. Jitterboo had been gaining cult status over the last year, since the meteoric rise of their erstwhile keyboard player, Alice Taffer, better known now as Silver.

The third and likeliest reason you’ll see my ugly mug cross your phone screen is because people on the internet think I murdered Hailey Cross, lead singer of Jitterboo, better known now as ‘that dead girl’. According to the online consensus, I’m Killer Kirby. For the record, I didn’t kill her, but what does the truth matter?

*

The best part of the audition was when Bandit went berserk.

In a tiny, soundproofed rehearsal space, I’d gone through my repertoire. I was a fraction off the beat, which – you’ll be shocked to hear – is not ideal if you are the drummer.

The tension was broken when Bandit hurtled into the room. I’d told him to sit-and-stay outside the door, but obviously his abandonment issues had kicked in. When someone cracked open the door, Bandit saw his opportunity. My dog who never barked chose today to find his voice. He jumped into my lap, upset the drum kit and sent the crash cymbal flying.

I definitely wasn’t booking this gig.

As I traipsed down the stairs, back to reception, with the dog’s lead wrapped tight around my wrist, I was already reframing the afternoon as a funny anecdote for Terrance. He was my boss at the Seedlings, where I lived and worked, and I conjured up his laughter in my mind to make myself feel better.

The lobby was deserted now. It was pint o’clock. I felt an automatic craving to be sinking into a pub chair and downing the first of ten or twelve drinks. Bandit was a good distraction, though. He was spinning in circles, a clear sign he needed to do his business. ‘Let’s go home,’ I said.

I tried, I failed, it’s not the end of the world, I imagined saying to Terrance. Yet there was a hollow feeling in my stomach. Outside, Bandit christened one of the potted yew trees beside the doors. Someone had cleared away the dead bird in the last hour.

‘Kirby?’

The late-afternoon sun was in my eyes. A woman flowed out of the revolving doors, bleached white by glare. I assumed it was the receptionist to tell me don’t call us we’ll call you.

‘Thanks for seeing me anyway,’ I blurted, desperate to be on a train home.

‘Kirby…’

I shielded my eyes. This time, I recognised her voice. Soft Welsh vowels, a girlish lilt. It was a billion-pound voice.

‘They’re drawing up the NDA now, but…’ She laughed, a single musical note. ‘I wanted to say hi.’

She wrapped her arms around me. Her frame was petite. There wasn’t much of her except bones, but she smelled like ripe berries and the musty-sweet essence of brambles.

I didn’t say anything – I didn’t know how to react – so she let me go.

‘When we needed a drummer, I thought of you,’ she said.

‘Alice,’ I said at last. God, there were tears in my eyes. I wiped them away with my knuckles.

‘You’ll have to get used to calling me Silver.’ Her smile was fractionally sad, if you knew her well. Which I did.

She crouched down to scritch Bandit under the chin and he fell in love with her instantly. Woozy from exhaust fumes and the heat of the day, I found it difficult to hold the two images of her in my mind simultaneously. There was shy birdlike Alice, shoulders bent inwards. My former songwriting partner. My one-time best friend. Overlaying this picture, there was Britain’s newest pop princess, her silvery hair shimmering in the sunlight.
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‘It’s too hard.’ The little girl thrust the guitar away. She pouted, showing rabbity front teeth.

I didn’t want to push her, so I gave a smiling shrug. ‘It is hard.’ I picked up the guitar and strummed a G chord before falling silent. Birdsong rushed in to take the place of the pop song we’d been playing.

The July weather was sticky, even within the shade of the woods. We were seated in wooden recliners on the deck outside the pod affectionately known as the mud hut, constructed using earth and hemp straw. Further along the trail, there was a party going on, one of Terrance’s (allegedly) world-famous Sunday soirees. Laughter and the smell of barbecue drifted towards us, although the people, twenty or so of them, swilling fizzy elderflower, were hidden from view.

‘Try one more time for me?’ I asked the girl, Jaz, after a few more seconds had elapsed. She was perhaps seven. Her hair was in Bantu knots, secured with pink plastic bobbles.

Jaz hesitated and I could see her internal battle (just give up, why not give up?), but she accepted the guitar and fitted her tiny fingers over the fretboard. She twanged a G.

I applauded. ‘That was good!’

She glowed and it made me glow, too. Teaching music was a new thing for me. Due to a youth spent filling in for flaky band members, I could play guitar, drums and (at a push) keys. When Terrance had prompted me to pin a flyer to the village noticeboard, I hadn’t thought anyone would be interested, but a couple of teenagers from Coombe Charlton now came weekly. I also ran impromptu workshops for the kids who stayed with their parents at the Seedlings.

Terrance insisted on calling his property an eco-village, although in plainer terms, it was a glamping site. Within the woods there were six pods, ranging from treehouses to roundhouses to glorified shacks. They were all wired up with electricity, but when nature called, you had to visit the composting toilets in the shower block. It was accessed via a rope bridge over ground that sloped precipitously downwards into thick underbrush. Occasionally, we got complaints about Health and Safety, but Terrance cheerfully pointed out that no one had plummeted to their death at 3 a.m. while desperate for the loo. Not yet anyway.

The site extended out of the woodland, to a pond (we referred to it as a lake to visitors, disingenuously) and a meadow, where two horses grazed. ‘We’re raking it in,’ Terrance had said to me last week, so apparently the rustic experience was popular with city-dwellers who wanted to unplug.

I was not one for excesses of emotion, but the Seedlings saved my life. Three years ago, I cut ties with my family, so I didn’t have much in the way of a support system. When I came into the world as a (surprise! mistake!) baby, my mum was too young to be a mother and my gran was too old to do it all over again. Growing up, I wriggled between their two homes, never belonging in either. I last saw Mum at Gran’s funeral. The two of us had a long, circuitous argument outside the ugly brick crematorium. With a sigh and a roll of her eyes, she said, ‘I can’t deal with you anymore.’ I took her at her word. In general, I assume people are better off without me.

Terrance alone had managed to pierce my protective bubble. I’d been bumping around from job to job, town to town, trying to stay clean and sober (and often failing), when I ended up in Bristol, working as a waitress in a hipster café that had swings instead of seats. At an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting, I hit it off with a sixty-something fellow member. He was tall and wiry, with warm brown skin and a wardrobe of eccentric suits and hats. Terrance became my immediate confidant. A year ago, he offered me a job, helping to manage the Seedlings.

Here, every plank of wood creaked. Every floor sloped. Every railing bore a knot in the wood. The site turned into a mudslide when it rained, and you could hear the nearby A-road if you listened closely. But, to me, it was Eden. I couldn’t imagine leaving and yet…

This time next week, I’d be in a Paris arena, playing in front of 20,000 people. Every time I thought of it, my stomach did a somersault. My audition had been two months ago, but it felt like yesterday. Time was speeding forwards.

‘You want to try that chord change again?’ I asked Jaz. ‘Then we’ll be all set to play “Crush”.’

‘Yeah!’ She paddled her legs and sang the song’s hook: ‘Crush you like sugar and spice…’

*

The edge of the newspaper blackened and curled as the fire caught. I blew on it and the flame popped bright orange. Hunched over the fire bowl, I contented myself with feeding it sticks, watching it grow.

Nurturing a fire was one of my favourite things to do at the Seedlings. There was no TV, and phone signal was intermittent, which meant I had to occupy myself in other ways. I’d recently taken up wood carving (don’t laugh).

Terrance approached, his stiff gait showing his refusal to countenance a walking stick. ‘You’re missing the chorus to “How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?” We need an alto.’

‘Maybe later.’

The party was winding down, but a few stalwarts remained, mostly those from Terrance’s am-dram society. I could hear the singing and I imagined them stamping their feet in the living room of Terrance’s higgledy-piggledy log cabin.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. Today, his bald head was concealed by a fedora adorned with an ostrich feather.

‘Nothing.’

He dropped onto a stump beside me. Bandit, who’d been asleep in his favourite spot under the table in the outdoor kitchen, close at hand for any scraps, was awake and sniffing around.

‘What are we going to do without her, old chap?’ Terrance said to the dog. He took one of the sticks meant for the fire and taunted Bandit with it. ‘Might have to do some work myself. Quelle horreur.’

Bandit mock-growled, pulling on the stick. Terrance was soft and gave it up immediately; Bandit scampered away, triumphant.

‘What if I stayed?’ I tried my best to pose the question casually, but Terrance saw right through it.

His eyes were solemn. ‘I’d kick you out.’

‘You wouldn’t.’

‘I’d pack your things and drive you to the station against your will. It would be quite dramatic. I’d make a scene.’

His eyes took on a dreamy quality; he was picturing it, the climax of a movie with him in the starring role. During forty years as a budding actor, Terrance had amassed a long IMDb page and little success. The Seedlings was his retirement plan, although he still retained a flair for the dramatic.

‘I’m serious,’ I said.

It was the height of the tourist season and all the pods were booked solidly until the end of August. During quieter times, I commandeered the treehouse, but for now I was on a fold-out bed in Terrance’s lean-to. My summer had been divided between two worlds: rehearsals in London, and busy days at the Seedlings dealing with broken taps and dirty linens and flaky yoga instructors.

‘I’m serious.’ Terrance blinked rapidly and he looked older, the furrows in his face growing deeper. ‘Stay here, stagnate. You belong out there, setting the world on fire.’

Rehearsals for Silver’s tour had been gruelling, although I liked my new bandmates, a trio of women. Lead guitar, bass, keys; Katy, Martha, Rina. I could now play every hit in Silver’s repertoire, although I hadn’t seen Alice herself since our brief encounter at the audition. The woman of the hour was on a press tour (my phone’s algorithm had offered up a snapshot of her on a talk-show couch sitting next to Leonardo DiCaprio). Her latest single, ‘Crush’, was ubiquitous, playing in shops and restaurants and blaring from people’s phones as they strode the London streets.

In an idle moment, I’d run an online search about her and the results had been dizzying:

DIVA: Silver throws tantrum outside London club

You won’t believe the insane skincare routine Silver uses to stay young

HEARTBREAK: SilJo’s secret marital strife

Revealed! Silver’s sexts to her Latin lover

Secret boob job? Fans scrutinise Silver’s new look

SILJO: Jeopardy Jones reveals sexy treat Silver can’t get enough of

WATCH:Shock moment as sexy dancer grabs Silver’s ass

Silver unrecognisable as she relaxes at luxury Greek villa

Pregnant? Silver shows off her body in scandalous crop top

Whoever the tabloids were talking about, it wasn’t my Alice. One morning at the rehearsal space, I’d received a handwritten card from her (It’ll be like old times!), along with a tissue-paper-lined box of millionaire’s shortbread, strawberry fondants, and biscuits decorated to look like garden birds. She’d even sent a dinosaur-shaped chew toy for Bandit. I wanted to be scornful – she’d got ‘her people’ to pick it out – but, no, this was Alice building a bridge.

She’d also sent me a matchbox. When I slid it open, there was a miniature world inside. A crescent moon, silver-foiled, dangled in a sky of rippled navy satin. It was studded with crystal stars. From the first moment we’d met, Alice had always been knitting or making her own pom-poms or sewing herself a new dress. She’d made her living as a seamstress for a time, her bedroom filled with voluminous wedding dresses. She’d also gone through a phase of crafting what she called ‘matchbox worlds’ and had given me one many years ago. It had been lost to an eviction or a breakdown.

In this new iteration, beneath the foil moon, there was a felted grey dog, smaller than my pinkie fingernail. The dog’s head was cocked; I could almost hear its howl. It was touching that she’d bothered to make this, in between being a worldwide pop sensation.

Alice was fundamentally a much nicer person than I was. After the Jitterboo implosion, she’d tried to keep in touch with letters and cards. I recalled a postcard featuring a smiling sun and the words Sending you sunshine that had been forwarded on and on again. I’d never known how to reply.

Earlier this summer, for reasons unknown, she’d cared enough to track me down for the audition. Now Alice and I would be sardined together on tour for five weeks around Europe and the UK. Last time I’d been on tour, in the Jitterboo days, I’d had the advantage of being drunk the whole time. How was I going to cope sober?

I didn’t want to leave Bandit.

I didn’t want to leave Terrance.

I didn’t want to leave my veg patch.

My first pea pods ripened last week. When I shelled them, the peas inside were tiny and sweet. How could I abandon them?

‘What if everyone starts talking about Hailey again?’ I muttered.

‘Only small minds speculating.’ Terrance took on an opening-night, packed-house tone, swooshing his arms wide. ‘You are a towering sixty-foot goddess and they are ants.’

‘Noisy ants.’

‘Ant-like ants.’

Smoke from the fire bowl curled upwards. The day was dimming, shadows growing long. Bandit returned, licking his chops like he’d stolen a snack from one of the guests.

I met Terrance’s gaze. What if I relapse? What if I fail? What if everyone hates me? What if the crowd shouts fuck you, Kirby every night? I didn’t have to voice these worries; he already knew.

He put a knotty hand on mine. Bandit nosed in close.

At the beginning of the year, I’d begun going on the odd music audition (emphasis on the word ‘odd’), telling everyone who’d listen that I was doing it for fun. A hobby. A bit of an earner. Terrance alone intuited the truth. I wanted my songs to be ubiquitous. I wanted the white-hot fever of performing every night. I wanted everyone to know my name.

Being at the Seedlings brought me contentment in an uncomplicated way. But, deep down, I knew I wanted more. Not a small life. Not anymore.

‘It’s worth the risk, my dear,’ Terrance said.

Yes, it was worth the risk. And, for better or worse, I would always chase risk.
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In the darkness of the arena, a thousand quivering lights from phone screens created a blanket of stars. Onstage, alone with her acoustic guitar, Silver was draped in a pearly spotlight that emphasised her silvery-blonde curtain of hair.

‘Honey…’ she sang. Despite the size of the crowd, each and every one of us was her honey. ‘What happened to sunrise?’

Rigging towered over the stage, a triptych of colossal screens at her back. She was singing ‘Summermore’, the words echoing back to her from the rapt crowd. I’d once read a critic’s review that called it a paean to lost innocence. I knew what the song was really about. The day she described had in truth been idyllic. Hailey’s final birthday, her last day on earth.

I stood in the wings. It was the fifth night of the tour, our first in Italy, and I was getting used to the show’s rhythms. Silver’s acoustic set in the middle of her show was supposed to be my chance for a break. The other members of the touring band were backstage, chugging vodka-Cokes and scoffing chocolate bars, to make it through the second half. Yet, with this song in particular, I struggled to drag myself away.

Quietly, my voice blotted out by the noise of the arena, I sang along.

Honey, what happened to sunrise?

Picnic with flies and a smile in your eyes

Honey, come sit for a while

It’ll be the Sunday that never ends

Wish this day would last an hour more

Last a summer more, a summer more

Don’t go, just stay, just stay

For an hour more, for a summer more

Honey, pull down the sky now

Deep water like wine, you haven’t the time

Honey, what happened to sundown?

Stolen by moonlight but never quite gone

*

When I’d first met Silver, aka Alice, she’d been twenty-two, hair limp and brown, glasses slipping down her nose. After exchanging names, she’d offered me a bright green boiled sweet, wrapped in rustling cellophane, from her pocket. Alice always had sweets, I learned later, and never ate them herself. She also carried sunflower seeds for birds and treats for stray cats. There was a desperation to her need to be liked, by everyone and everything.

I slumped into the corner of a hipster studio space in Shoreditch, next to her. The floor was sticky and painted black, the walls plastered with vintage gig posters. A parade of girls, all of them prettier than me, shuffled past.

A girl band? How embarrassing. I was a tough bitch in a ripped leather jacket, singing about drugs and heartbreak. I was also twenty-four; not exactly a girl anymore.

‘What a racket,’ I mumbled.

Alice gave me a startled look. She hesitated, like she wasn’t sure whether to reply. Then she said, ‘It’s Jeopardy Jones, mind. He’s producing the whole thing.’

‘I thought he killed himself.’

‘What? No.’

I didn’t care enough to puzzle that one out – was it a different one of those rock orphans who took a dive off a bridge? – so I pulled a pack of cards from my pocket. ‘Wanna play?’ I figured that if I kept my hands and my mind busy, I was less likely to obsessively calculate how many hours since I’d had a line. (It was eleven hours. Shit. This wasn’t working at all.) I shuffled aggressively.

We played Pontoon, then Crazy Eights. Alice was either distracted or she was letting me win. Her eyes kept sliding to the door. A reedy voice singing ‘Rolling in the Deep’ drifted through it. The nerves were getting to me, too. How would I compare, when it was my turn to sing?

I always claimed I went to the Jitterboo audition as a joke, but the sad fact was: I wanted it. I really wanted it. I’d spent six years in London, rotating through bands that never went anywhere. I was so sick of it, I could scream. Jitterboo was manufactured plastic pop, but I didn’t care. Manufacture me! Make me into something worthwhile. Something, anything, was better than nothing.

‘I DM-ed him once and he DM-ed me back,’ Alice said. ‘He goes by Jones, not Jeopardy now. Said he liked my songs.’

I snorted. ‘Says that to all the girls.’ When her face froze, I regretted my comment. ‘You’ll do great,’ I said.

Jeopardy Jones – and, yes, that was the name on his birth certificate – was the only child of eighties punk rocker Don Jones and wife Shaz. LITTLE BOY LOST, the newspapers dubbed him, because of the world-famous photograph of him standing outside the Clement New York. Six years old, he was clutching his teddy bear and surrounded by police officers. His parents had been found dead in their hotel room, a double overdose. The press loved a ghoulish backstory. As an adult, Jeopardy Jones had ridden that fame into a string of hit records as a music Svengali.

‘Who is this man?’ Alice laid down a card. Pensive, she sucked her necklace into her mouth, the bright blue stone of the pendant caught between her teeth.

I thought she was referencing Jones, but her eyes were on the playing cards. Each one featured a serial killer. I’d got them as a gag gift last Christmas from my flatmate.

‘John Wayne Gacy,’ I said.

A girl with yellow-blonde hair and dark roots plonked herself down next to me, her elbow in my ribs. She was almost certainly queue-jumping. ‘You playing for money?’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Got any money?’

Her laugh was throaty. Her lips were bright red. Her accent was Scottish. ‘Naw, but I was hoping to hustle ye.’

Alice spat out her necklace. ‘Why would a hustler say she’s a hustler?’

‘Shit, you’re right. Deal me in anyway.’

Hailey won every hand.

*

Maybe it was fate that I ended up in Jitterboo. Maybe it was the universe’s sick joke.

A month later, Alice, Hailey and I were living in a multi-million-pound house that belonged to Jeopardy Jones, recording a raft of candy-floss songs written by ageing Swedish songwriters we’d never met. Between the three of us, we couldn’t cook a single meal. We played vintage Madonna (‘Borderline’, always ‘Borderline’) at top volume and ignored the noise complaints. We dyed our clothes in the bath once and it never lost the orange tinge.

I have never, before or since, laughed so much in my life. I was on a rocket ship to stardom and the only way was up, up, up.

*

Perfect days and mercy

God give me mercy

Wish this day would last an hour more

Last a summer more, a summer more

Don’t go, just stay, just stay

For an hour more, for a summer more

There was a big drop and the lights went pow as Silver hit the final note.

She ended the song to rapturous screams. For a fraction of a second, I imagined it was me out there onstage, in the spotlight. Then the image fuzzed out. My jealousy fuelled a dozen possible put-downs.

Cheesy. White girl whining. Overrated. Not pretty enough. Still can’t dance. Remember Hailey Cross? Now that was a popstar.

None of it mattered. She’d done it. She’d fucking done it.

After Jitterboo imploded five years ago, I spent a long time at the bottom of the well, clawing my way out. Even down there, I couldn’t escape hearing about Alice’s rise to fame. When she went solo, Jones became her producer. She’d first hit the charts with atmospheric ballads, her high girlish voice sweetening the sadness, but her newer songs were electropop confectionary like ‘Crush’.

The papers couldn’t resist a Pygmalion love story, either: the guru falling for his own creation. Two years ago, pictures of Silver and Jones’s wedding made their way onto my social media feed. She piled a cascade of her white dress’s train into a hot air balloon. He was grinning beside her, wearing a collarless jacket, like a lost Beatle. Together, they ascended.

SilJo, fans called them. They had it all.

In the arena, I joined in with the applause, a tear escaping my eye. Yes, I was jealous – Terrance, in therapist mode, would tell me it was normal – but those feelings were overwhelmed by awe at what she’d achieved.

So far: five days, four shows, three countries. However, the fact that we were in Rome tonight seemed immaterial. We were at the centre of Silver’s universe. The crowd’s stamping feet created an earthquake. A woman in the front row was convulsing with sobs. Silver looked on, beatific. ‘I love you all so much. You make everything worthwhile.’

Her first album had sold half a million copies. The second had sold double that. She’d swept the board at the Grammys. No one here except me remembered that her name used to be Alice. She was Silver, turning platinum.
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When the show was over, I stumbled off stage. Moments earlier, a puff of silver-foil confetti had dropped from the ceiling. Glitter remained seared on my vision. My ears were ringing, despite the earplugs, and my arms ached from drumming. But I could’ve sworn I was floating. There was nothing like the energy of a crowd; it was pure love.

I drifted without noticing where I was going. Every corridor of the arena’s backstage warren looked the same. Breeze-block walls washed white, speckled green floors. I wanted to pee, I wanted to sleep, I wanted pizza, and I wanted to float forever.

The corridor was packed with people. Silver, fresh from her final ovation, was at the centre, although only her feathered carnival-style headpiece was visible. There was a security guard beside her, a costume fitter unfastening the headpiece, a couple of guys in button-down shirts who had to be management types, and a woman clicking in high heels (publicist). Everyone was talking at once.

Someone handed Silver a bottle of coconut water with a metal straw. She took a sip. The crowd dispersed enough that, for a moment, I caught her eye. Her smile was tired. She opened her mouth to say something, but the high-heeled woman swooped in, blocking my view. She needed a comment because a tabloid story about Silver was going to press in a matter of minutes. The headlines I’d seen about her seemed so obviously made-up that any comment from Silver herself surely had to be irrelevant, but what did I know?

I’d thought, foolishly, that being on tour with Alice would mean I’d get to spend time with Alice. But I was a tiny cog in a great big machine. Every moment of Silver’s life was scheduled. When she wasn’t on stage, she was promoting her brand collabs or her new fragrance (Summermist by Silver). She was giving interviews to her fans around the world (Konnichiwa!). She was filming an ad for a leukaemia charity (I lost my childhood sweetheart to cancer and that’s why I want you to pledge just…). Her every need was being catered to by staff: a chef to cook her nutritious meals, a personal trainer who was famous in Brazil.

I flattened myself to the wall and let Silver’s entourage flow away down the corridor.

‘Need anything, Kiki?’ It was the coconut-water girl, with a darting gait and hunched shoulders. She was juggling two phones, her black fringe falling in her eyes as she scrolled at speed on dual screens. I’d been introduced to her earlier. It was Silver’s assistant (one of them, anyway) and her name was… Bee? Vee? Probably Bee.

What I wanted was to speak to Silver alone, but obviously that wasn’t happening.

‘Uh, know where I can find some food?’ I asked instead.

‘That way.’ She had a soft Scottish accent. When she pointed down yet another hall lined with doors, I murmured my thanks.

It was nearing midnight, but I was wide awake. The nocturnal lifestyle was just one more thing I needed to get used to. Being on tour was the modern equivalent of running away to join the circus.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed. I smiled. It was another photo from Terrance of our dear boy. During my absence, he’d already sent me pictures of Bandit sniffing a flower, Bandit in flight as he chased a squirrel, and Bandit taking a shit. Not sure why that last one needed to be immortalised. He followed the pic with am-dram gossip:

Terrance: They cast the pipsqueak as Captain Von Trapp! Fuming. My big break, thwarted again ;) Have you talked to Silver yet?

Terrance kept goading me to ask her for advice, beg her to mentor me to success, as if it were as simple as sitting down next to her and saying: Hey, pal. I know we haven’t talked in five years, and in that time I picked up a tiny little conviction, but if you’re not too busy, could you make me famous just like you? Cheersthanksbye.

I dashed off a message to Terrance (This calls for sabotage! Laxatives in the pipsqueak’s hot chocolate?) and followed Bee’s directions. People were spilling out of a large room, juggling paper plates and beer bottles. There was a ping-pong table set up in the centre of the room, and Rina, the pink-haired keyboard player, was seated on it, cross-legged.

Once upon a time, Hailey, Alice and I had brainstormed ridiculous things we could ask for on our rider: M&Ms with every colour except green removed; twelve vases filled with red flowers; a framed picture of the Chuckle Brothers. Although we demanded table tennis as a joke, it became a recurring feature backstage at every Jitterboo show. It was funny – perhaps sad – that Alice would keep this request on her rider.

Nearby, a man flounced into a somersault. Someone else did the worm. (Dancers, man. Show-offs. That much hadn’t changed.) To my relief, I didn’t recognise anyone around me. I’d been particularly apprehensive about running into Jones, but he was apparently too busy to socialise with us mortals.

This crowd skewed young. Most of them had been at the school disco while I’d been salting and burning the scene. I grabbed a slice from one of the open pizza boxes. Rina was in full flow, telling a tour story. I didn’t need to listen to hear it. Every tour story was basically the same. There was:

Booze.

Late night.

Confusion.

Flirting/fucking/fighting.

An abundance of bodily fluids; tears, snot, cum, shit, blood.

And, in the morning, a slap-up breakfast in a greasy spoon.

A memory flashed through my mind: Hailey, in sound check at a festival, had swung her microphone on its cord so extravagantly that it hit me in the face. My nose was gushing blood, but I was crying laughing. Someone wanted to call an ambulance, but I gambolled around for an hour, popping my head through flaps in tents, surprising people with my grinning bloody face.

‘Fuck you, Kirby!’ The words wrenched me back to the present as a lolloping man in a blue baseball cap slapped me on the back.

I tensed, but he was grinning. Both his sideburns and his belly had grown bigger since the last time I saw him, but I remembered his name. ‘Pete!’

He’d been Jitterboo’s go-to sound engineer. Since then, he must have climbed the ranks. I’d heard his name mentioned a few times, seen him from afar, but not yet said hello. Pete was practically running the show now.

He seized me in a bear hug. ‘Good to see you winning the fight.’

‘What?’ I pulled away.

‘Fight against your demons.’

Was I? Winning?

I changed the subject – ‘Production manager, eh? All the stress, no glory?’ – and it was nice actually to fall back into shop talk and the easy ribbing of old colleagues. Pete had struck me as a little weird back in the day. Alice and I used to refer to him as Pervy Pete, which was either a joke or a reference to something I couldn’t remember. Still, I’d changed in the last few years; hopefully Pete had, too.

I ate another slice of pizza, followed by a piece of fried chicken. I knew from experience that I’d get sick of road food soon enough, but for now it tasted good. The head of pyrotechnics joined the conversation. He was slouching in all black, with thinning shoulder-length hair.

‘Any fatalities yet?’ I asked sardonically.

He laughed. ‘Careful, or I’ll set you on fire.’

After a year of living off-grid, mostly only speaking to Terrance and Bandit, it was overwhelming how many people I could meet on a daily basis here. As much as I loved life at the Seedlings, on tour, I was rediscovering the old Kirby. (The real Kirby?) Last night, with the help of Rina, I’d dyed my hair in a teeny-tiny backstage sink. My T-shirt had ended up splattered with red like a crime scene, but I was thrilled with the result: engine-red hair just like in the old days.

‘God, Kirby.’ Pete chomped on a chicken wing, his voice thick. ‘Like seeing a ghost.’ He swallowed. ‘It’s been, what? Three years?’

‘Five.’

‘How d’you two know each other?’ the pyro guy asked.

‘We were stuck together in a house one summer, barely made it out alive.’ Pete released a big gust of laughter. Then stopped, abruptly. ‘Well. Long time ago.’ He went back to attacking his chicken.

My mouth had gone dry. I’d spent years deliberately not remembering the summer Jitterboo had spent in a house in Perthshire, but when I was asleep, my dreams didn’t cooperate with my desire to forget. Every night on tour so far, I’d revisited the loch, moonlight glinting off its surface. I pushed the image away, recovered my smile.

‘Pete here was a maniac, used to do Gregorian chanting,’ I said to the head of pyro.

‘It’s spiritual! You should try it.’

‘No, thanks.’

The pyromaniac twisted around to grab a bottle, sloshing tequila into a shot glass. He handed it to me and poured another for himself.

I froze. He was telling an anecdote, you’ll-never-guess-what-Pete-did-in-Beijing, but my hearing had fritzed out. I muttered, ‘Excuse me,’ and pushed away through the throng. At the door, I realised I was still holding the shot, like it was nectar and I couldn’t spill it. I hesitated, then tossed it, glass and all, into a waist-high bin.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. I wasn’t floating anymore but sinking. The ground was sucking at my feet, threatening to pull me under.

I’d been clean and sober for more than a year, but the cravings never went away. Nor did the feeling that my entire life might collapse if I gave in. Without noticing where I was going, I turned left, then right, then right again, looking for a place to be alone. The arena complex was enormous. I ended up in the VIP area. Following the show, there were always important people milling around. Most were money-men of some description, although some were famous, keen to bathe in Silver’s reflected glow. I brushed past an ageing movie actor, a Premier League footballer and his tiny daughter.

Head down, I turned a corner and almost collided with a scurrying figure. Bee was muttering, ‘Oh, my goodness, not again.’ When she recognised me, she said, ‘Have you seen Monty?’

I shook my head. The name was vaguely familiar, but I didn’t get her meaning. She dialled a number on one of her phones and lifted it to her ear. ‘Get Monty here. It’s happened again…’

‘What’s happened?’ I asked.

Still on the phone, she didn’t reply.

Behind Bee, there was an open door. She didn’t stop me when I gravitated to it. It was dark inside the room and my first thought was there was an injured animal inside. Stupidly, I imagined I’d find Bandit mewling in the corner.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness. Silver was curled in a ball on the love seat, crying.

‘What’s happened?’ I asked again.

‘I’m fine.’ Her voice was barely audible.

I crouched beside the love seat. ‘OK, you’re completely fine, I can see that.’ I rubbed a circle against her hunched back. ‘Nothing wrong at all. Get this girl in an advert for multivitamins, she’s the picture of health.’

She snuffled a laugh. I fumbled to turn on the table lamp, which gave off a pink glow. The dressing room I shared with the rest of the band had a locker-room feel, but this space had been carefully softened with sofas and coffee tables, a pair of potted plants.

‘You can talk to me.’ When she didn’t react, I added, ‘You can trust me.’

Silver raised her eyes to look at me, her pale face flushed puce by the lamp’s glow. She didn’t say anything, but I heard the rejoinder. Can I?

The overhead light flipped on. I blinked, blinded for a second.

‘Same thing again?’ The man who strode into the room, brown-skinned, grey-bearded and bald-headed, was a rockface in human form. His flinty gaze skimmed past me like we’d never met before, when in fact we had.

Jesus, Pete was right. There were ghosts everywhere. This man, Monty, was another one.

He snapped on a pair of surgical gloves. ‘Clothes?’

In the blue-white light, I saw what I’d missed before. There was satin and lace and silk draped over the love seat, but each piece of fabric had a ragged edge. The security guard sifted through them with gloved hands. These must be Silver’s clothes. They’d been cut to ribbons.

‘Another picture?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ Silver whispered.

I straightened. She was clutching a Polaroid photo. When she handed it to the security guard, I caught a glimpse of an oversized bed, replete with blush-coloured cushions.

‘This is the hotel.’ She aimed her voice at me. ‘I slept there last night.’

‘And the picture was tacked to the mirror?’ Monty indicated the makeup area in the dressing room.

Yes. This time, Silver mouthed the word rather than said it. A tear slid down the side of her nose.

With gloved hands, he examined the Polaroid. There was spidery green handwriting on the white strip underneath the picture, but I wasn’t close enough to read what it said.

Monty furrowed his brow. ‘We’ll put a stop to this.’

Silver released a sucking sound, visibly struggling to breathe. ‘You said that last time.’ She stood up, fast enough that she was unsteady on her feet.

My hand shot out to support her.

‘JJ? Is JJ here?’ she asked.

Bee, who’d reappeared in the doorway, spoke up. ‘The jet got in an hour ago, but we’re not sure of his location.’

Silver leaned against me, her eyelids fluttering. ‘I’d really… I’d like to see my husband.’

‘He’ll be here any second, I’m sure,’ Bee said. ‘And we’ll find you a new hotel. You’ll be safe there.’

Silver laughed, a cadence I hadn’t heard from her before: low and sarcastic. ‘Right.’
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