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			Song 7 – Apologies

			Burt arrived at Big Tone Records alone. He had decided that under no circumstances could the band lose out on this opportunity, and he was damned if someone was going to ruin his dream of being a rock star by coming along to the meeting and acting like a bastard. Sir Wilson Cloom was the most important person in music. If Egg didn’t own a TV and wasn’t aware of that fact it was his problem. Burt wasn’t going to let Egg’s pig-headedness drag the band down with him. 

			Wilson Cloom made people’s dreams happen and Billy Visconti was his heir apparent; at least that’s what Visconti had intimated to Burt on the phone. When Billy had suggested that the band come in for a meeting at the label, Burt had jumped at the chance. So what if the rest of the band wouldn’t be there? He was the talent. 

			When Burt stepped into the foyer of Big Tone Records he couldn’t help feeling overwhelmed by its grandeur and style. The huge space, which housed around ten other subsidiary imprint labels, immediately impressed him. The space was cool and ultra modern, with a long row of desks along the far wall with seven or eight smartly-dressed receptionists manning each station. On the high ceiling an impressive ring of flat screen televisions flashed images of acts signed to Big Tone and the other labels. Burt informed one of the receptionists that he was there to see Sir Wilson Cloom. He was handed a plastic visitor’s pass and was told to wait on one of the luxurious sofas dotted around the foyer. 

			Once seated, Burt marvelled at just how many cool-looking people were milling around and wondered how many of them knew or worked with the famous. A second later he wasn’t thinking about people who knew famous people any more. He was in the presence of one. There, only a few feet from him, was Lily Vendetta. She had nearly won Sir Wilson Cloom’s X-Finder that year and now she had a recording deal and was always in Heat. Burt couldn’t believe it when she looked him up and down. Did she just check him out?! Suddenly he didn’t care because the most beautiful and sophisticated girl Burt had ever set eyes on walked straight up to him. For a moment he thought it was Cheryl Cole. 

			“Wilson and Billy will see you now, Mr Skill. Please come with me,” she said in what Burt thought sounded like Queen’s English. 

			Burt rocketed from the sofa. As he followed, he paid close attention to the outline of her behind in the short pencil skirt and repeated the new name he had given himself just hours before. James Burt Windsor just didn’t cut it. If Bono and Sting could do it then why couldn’t Jack Skill? He said the name over in his head a few more times. Yes, it was brilliant. Clipper and Tea had been unsure about the name change, of course, but as they didn’t have a stylish bone between them he had ignored their input. 

			As they went toward the lifts he racked his brain for something witty or cool to say. It was hard to concentrate in the company of such perfect, tanned legs. Once inside the elevator, she pressed the button for the twentieth floor, turned and gave him a warm smile.

			“Do you come here often?” Burt blurted. 

			The beauty smiled. “Well, let’s see. I work here, so yes, I suppose I do.”

			Burt fell silent. The lift doors dinged and she led him through a plush open-plan administrative area until they reached a large glass-fronted office. Inside, using the telephone at his desk was a man he recognised. Though he had known he would meet him for most of the day, nothing could have prepared Burt for the shock of seeing the most famous man in UK pop. The music mogul looked exactly as he did on TV, only shorter. He wore a cream sweater, smart black suit trousers and cowboy boots. His face looked stretched and his hair was a strange shade of brown. Burt wondered if it was true what the papers said, that he used botox and wore a wig. Suddenly he felt completely out of his depth. 

			“Sit,” said Sophia, pointing to a waiting area. “Wilson won’t be long. Would you like a tea, or coffee?” 

			Unable to speak, Burt shook his head. He slumped into the waiting chair and watched as she took her seat at a nearby desk. After an agonizing ten-minute wait he was suddenly confronted by a man dressed in smart Converse pumps, a baseball jacket and Dolce & Gabbana jeans. 

			“You must be Jack Skill,” he said, holding out a hand with a confident smile. “I’m Billy Visconti.”

			Oh God. His new name. Did it sound cool? He could only grin in response as he shook the man’s hand.

			“Nice to put a face to a name. I’ve been so psyched to meet you.” Visconti waited for a response, but none came. 

			“Come on,” he continued jovially. “Let’s go in and I will introduce you to the great man himself.” 

			Burt followed Billy into the corner office and looked around nervously. The sprawl of London Town was right there through the windows, like a postcard. The view was breathtaking; from the Shard to the Gherkin and the City then down the Thames past the Eye. It was magic. 

			“Dear boy, welcome to my office in the sky!” announced the familiar voice from behind the desk. “Charlie and the Great Glass Elevator was my favourite story growing up. If you dream something hard enough, it will come true!” He rose from his chair, walked around the table and extended a hand in greeting. “I’m Wilson. You must be Jack Skill.” 

			Burt nodded awkwardly, once again regretting the name change.

			“Where’s the band?” Wilson asked, re-occupying his plush leather chair. Burt had already noted that his seat was much higher up than the ones he and Billy were sitting in. Burt had heard about this trick before somewhere. It was all about power.

			“Er … they couldn’t make it.”

			Wilson glanced at Billy. Billy acknowledged the pass and turned to Burt. 

			“So, can you tell us a little bit about the band?” he asked.

			“Like what?”

			“Like … how old you all are, who writes the songs, what your ambitions are, who you think your music is aimed at?”

			“Well … we’re all sixteen, except the guitarist who is fifteen,” Burt said, counting the answers off on his fingers. “And … we all go to the same school, we all love The Desert Kings and … I suppose my songs are aimed at everybody!” Burt shuffled in his chair with four fingers held aloft. “Was that it?”

			“Ambitions?” Billy prompted helpfully.

			“To be the biggest rock band on the planet!” 

			“Ha, if I had a penny for every time I had heard that one I’d be an even richer man than I am already.” Wilson leant forward slightly. “Are you aware of just how much hard work goes into making that a reality?” 

			“I think so,” Burt said blankly. Wilson stared back at the teenager.

			“I mean, I’m willing to find out,” Burt went on. “If you give me a chance, I mean. You know, if you give us a chance then we will prove how hard we can work.” 

			The older men looked at one another and smiled. 

			“You have an amazing following on Twitter and Facebook, that YouTube vid ‘Hair Guitar’ is genius,” Billy said. “I don’t think I’ve seen a buzz like that since Bieber. How did all that come about?” 

			“Dunno really. We did a couple of gigs and made a demo and then everyone just loved it.” 

			“It’s the songs, Jack!” Wilson pointed at him. “You have great songs. You’re the singer right? Do you compose the tunes as well?” 

			“Yes, I’m the singer. Er … yes, I also write the songs too,” Burt said touching his nose.

			“And would you be prepared to make sacrifices, if it was for the good of the music?” Wilson asked. 

			“Of course I would. I just want to be out there touring, making the music, living the dream you know, you know?”

			“I do know!” replied Wilson, a smile forming on his lips. “You want me to make you a star?”

			Burt’s eyes lit up and he nodded frantically.

			* * *

			Tea – 25th May

			We work our balls off and then just when we start to get somewhere Jack or Burt or whatever he has decided to call himself this week pulls our songwriter’s pants down in front of everyone! The little conniving twat wanted me to go round Egg’s house to apologise for him and explain that Wilson Cloom is interested in signing the band, so could he please come back to rehearsals? Why are we going with the first person that flutters their eyelashes at us anyway? We have only been a band for nine months. Wilson Cloom is the guy that signed all the biggest pop bands in the country. We’re a rock band that does the occasional ballad, not a boy band that does the occasional reality show. Not that it matters, because Jack Burk twat balls persuaded me to go and see Egg tonight didn’t he? At the beginning of the conversation I had absolutely no intention of doing what he asked, but he wears you down with constant nagging until you can’t think straight anymore. Thing is, I just really want this fucking band to work. School and exams don’t stimulate me and I can’t live the rest of my life on the estate I was born on. It’s simply not an option.

			* * *

			Clipper – 25th May

			Burt phoned and told me that none other than Sir Wilson fucking Cloom is interested in signing the band. I nearly shit myself. How wicked is that!!? Burt then started going on about how important it was to get Egg back in the band. So eventually I rung Egg’s parents’ house, coz his mum won’t let Egg have a mobile, which I think is well mean. His mum told me he hadn’t been to school because he has taken time off to study for the exams and she said I wasn’t allowed to speak to him. Thing is I know that’s a lie and he hasn’t come to school coz he got his pants pulled down. So me and Tea went round there. His mum was pretty scary and off with us when she answered the door but I told her we didn’t have anything to do with the shaving of his eyebrows or the pulling his trousers down incidents and that I had actually beaten the kid up that did both things to him. She just stared at me blankly for ages as if she was a bit mental but then she let us in. I see now where Egg gets his uncontrollable ginger barnet from.

			As soon as we saw Egg I knew he would come back. He was so pleased to see us. Tea played a blinder. “Burk has changed his name to Jack Skill and is talking to Wilson Cloom on his own, do you really want that fuck-head to ruin our band?” That really did the trick coz Egg said he would come back to rehearsals. 

			I wanted to tell Egg that I dreaded going into school every day and seeing George ever since the whole him accusing me of being gay thing happened, but I couldn’t tell him because I was still too embarrassed. I just can’t seem to get the whole thing out of my head and even though no one has said anything yet, it feels like it’s hanging over my head like a noose. It’s true what they say about words hurting more than blows. 

			I still haven’t told my dad I chose music over football.

			* * *

			“Are you actually mental?” Bex asked as they sat on High Bench. Burt had named it High Bench because it overlooked all of London and stood on the topmost point in Greenwich Park. If it wasn’t freezing or cold, it was where Burt conducted all his important meetings. It was where he split up with girls and where he came to contemplate. 

			It was a fiercely hot spring day and Burt was struggling to recover his composure since Bex had turned up in cut-off denim shorts so tiny the inside pockets were visible. Her flawless olive skin was glistening in the sun. Burt found it impossible to concentrate, but it was crucial he appeared sensitive. 

			“I’m not mental. It will work, and you only have to do it for a week or so.” 

			“Can I be totally honest?” Bex asked, standing up. Burt gawped at her long, tanned legs. She folded her arms. 

			“Please do,” Burt replied, faking a posh accent. “But before you do can I just say that I am extremely sensitive to your needs. I’d say six times more sensitive than Egg is.”

			Bex frowned and shook her head. “OK … let’s see … where do I start, you’re the best-looking boy in school, you’re rich, you have a gang of beautiful friends hanging off your every word, and now you’re in a rock band that, I think, is going places. Problem is, you’re not a very nice person!”

			Burt looked confused for a moment. “So you think I’m the best-looking kid in school? Better-looking than Tea?”

			Bex sighed. She sat back down and gazed across the London skyline. 

			“Burt, I don’t fancy you, and I think this plan of yours is just some kind of lame attempt to sabotage mine and Egg’s friendship. I think you’re proper jealous of Egg’s genius. For all those reasons, I’m out.”

			Burt stared at her. “OK, OK,” he said eventually, “I don’t think you understand what I was trying to say! I don’t want you to sleep with him or anything. You shouldn’t.., I mean, you don’t even have to kiss him. I just want you to make him feel like he is part of the gang.” 

			“You really are the stupidest boy I’ve ever met! I know exactly what you’re trying to say, you dickhead. You’re manipulating a situation and using people as pawns in your quest for fame!” She paused. “I’ll put it another way. I … am … not … doing … it.” 

			Burt looked at Bex in startled confusion. “No, no, Bex, listen. You really don’t understand. I’m trying to get you to go out with Egg for a week so that he will stay in the band! How’s that manipulating anyone? How’s that using people as pawns? Don’t you see how hard I’ve worked on my sensitive side?” 

			Bex kissed her teeth. “I’m off,” she said. She got up from High Bench and started down the hill towards Greenwich Village. 

			“By the way,” Burt shouted after her looking utterly perplexed, “I’m not jealous of him… So get your facts straight. How could I be jealous of that wanker?”

			Bex carried on down the hill without looking back. 

			* * *

			Burt stayed in his favourite spot, reluctant to leave until he had figured out what had just happened. Where had the plan gone wrong? After thinking about it harder than he ever thought about anything in his entire life, he concluded that deep down Bex did indeed fancy him, and that this was the real reason why she wouldn’t go out with Egg. She couldn’t face being with anyone else.

			The remark about him not being a very nice person kept coming back to him. He was just concluding that this was down to her inability to come to terms with her feelings for him, when his thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice from behind.

			“Burt! Fancy seeing you here!” 

			Burt turned to see Hazel Brown beaming down at him. 

			“Cr … Hazel!” he grinned awkwardly. “What you doing here?”

			“It’s OK, you can call me Crazel. I know that’s my nickname. I’m not stupid.” She plonked herself down on the bench, closer to Burt than he felt comfortable with. “You can call me anything you like, Burt. You know that.” 

			As she leant in for a kiss, Burt shot backwards as far as the bench would allow and stared back at her, panic stricken.

			“My name is Jack!” 

			Hazel let out a long groan, raising her arms and pushing out her large chest in a long, seductive yawn. Burt studied her; she reminded him of a teenage Drew Barrymore. Her button nose wrinkled and large hazel eyes widened as he took her in. She wore cherry red lipstick and her brilliant white teeth dazzled every time she smiled. He liked her style. She was quirky. If only she wasn’t bonkers. 

			“Sorry, I forgot,” she said, flicking her shoulder-length bleached hair. “Only I’ve been up all night.” 

			“Yeah? Doing what?” 

			“Facebook. Twitter and stuff,” she murmured, looking away towards the Observatory. “Posting stuff about the band,” she added after a pause, stifling another yawn.

			“Band? What band?” 

			She smiled at him. “Your band, stupid. I suppose you could say that I’ve taken on the unofficial role of the online RockAteers promoter. Why do you think you have so many fans? I’ve been at it for months now. I just started a RockAteers Instagram as well, like, with gig pics and other cool shit.” 

			“Really?” Burt asked relaxing a little, the compliments calming him. 

			She shuffled toward him an inch. “I mean it’s easy to get fans, of course. How could anyone resist how absolutely gorgeous you all are and the amazing songs you write? I know all the words to all the songs, you know!” 

			“You do? And what … you actually talk to people about the band … online?” 

			“Duh, Of course I do. For the past six months I’ve been on my lap-top every night talking to all your fans. People love you. Don’t you get it?”

			Burt frowned. “Who do they think is the best-looking then?”

			“You, silly! I mean people think Tea is pretty fit as well of course – you know, that rough and ready, bad boy look – but I’d say you are definitely out in front.” She paused and shifted a further inch. “Personally I think you’re the best looking by a mile.” 

			“I’m a bad boy as well, though,” Burt said with a scowl. 

			“Oh no, no,” she said, moving to calm him. “You are a bad boy, and you’re rough and ready. You’re the best, Burtie … I mean … Jack!” 

			“I guess so.” Burt eyed her carefully. She was nearly fit but the clothes were bad. She did have all the right bits and in all the right places. He shook his head as if to rid himself of thoughts of her physicality. Once was enough. Never get back into a cold bath was his motto. 

			“Do you want to go for a coffee, and I’ll fill you in on all the goings on in cyber world?” 

			Burt stood up like a jack in the box. “No, no…”, he spluttered, his mind racing as he tried to come up with an excuse. “I’ve got to go over there now!” 

			He pointed down the hill toward Greenwich Village before setting off at a pace.

			“OK, see you soon, Burtie,” he heard Hazel call after him. “Don’t be a stranger!”

			* * *

			Egg – 30th May

			Burt has left me a million messages. He never actually apologised in any of them. He tried to get me excited about this Wilson Cloom but he never actually said sorry. His next cunning move was to send Tea and Clipper round. It worked. I agreed that I would go back, mainly because I can’t be bothered to talk about it anymore. 

			Mum is still furious even though my eyebrows have totally grown back. She said I wasn’t allowed to go back to the band. We had another big family meeting and my dad stuck up for me. She used the old classic of me being only fifteen but I said that I was sixteen in a couple of months and that if she didn’t let me go back to the band I would move out as soon as it was legal. Finally she gave in, although I did have to re-promise to get good marks in my exams, which start next week. 

			Bex came round yesterday. Luckily my mum was at work when she arrived. Dad sent her straight up to my room. Bex in my messed-up bedroom was not cool. I suppose I never believed she would ever be within two miles of my bedroom let alone inside it. I got all flustered and started scooping boxer shorts off the floor. I couldn’t stop thinking about her having seen my penis. 

			Because it was baking hot outside she was wearing tight red shorts and a vest top. Her cleavage was amazing. So on top of me not being able to look at her, I’m wearing a stupid woolly hat in the middle of a heat wave and my bedroom floor is covered in pants. 

			Straight off she hit me with the news that Burt had asked her if she would go out with me as a ploy to get me to rejoin the band! 

			I was stunned. Eventually I said that I’d already agreed to go back to the band and didn’t really understand what was going on. 

			Why was she here in my bedroom wearing shorts? Looking really amazing! Why did she want me to know that Burt wanted her to be my charity girlfriend? I already know he’s a dickhead. Why didn’t she just not tell me?

			So I said. “Why would you want to go out with an idiot like me for a week anyway? That would be mental!”

			She rested her hand on my knee. On any other day I would have loved it but I was really angry and I shrugged it off. “Why don’t you run back to your pimp,” is what I said. I have no idea what came over me.

			So then she gets up and gives me a look that would stun a lion and just leaves. Why did I say that? Why? Burt managed to spoil everything. Even when he’s not there.

			I took off my shitty woolly jumper and sat in my dungeon of a bedroom for about twenty-four hours and wrote a song about deep and painful loss. It’s called ‘Deadbeat Poets’ and the words just fell out of me. They don’t seem to be that literal in meaning but I think what I am trying to say is that I am a deadbeat and that I would do anything for a girl called Bex. What kind of poet kicks the best thing in his life out of his house?

			I am happy with the lyrics but I’m not sure about making up a word. I’ve written a lot of songs but never made up a word before. The word I made up is juxtaprose. It’s an amalgamation of the words juxtapose, meaning contrasting opposites and the word prose, meaning writing style in its simplest form. Basically it’s a dig at pretentious poets thinking they can make up stupid words and put them in love songs. 

			* * *

			Deadbeat Poets

			Verse 2:

			1st stanza

			And all those dead beat poets sat there

			Writing juxtaprose

			Can keep their half-cocked love streams 

			Coz pretention smells so old

			* * *

			Tea entered the school hall half expecting not to see Egg. But there he was, setting up his guitar amp in the usual methodical way he always did. He looked over to Burt’s station and saw to his surprise that he too was setting up his gear, in his usual slapdash super-fast manner. 

			“Hello lads,” Tea said, concealing his relief. Tea had changed his opinions on a lot of stuff over the past few months. He no longer felt angry towards Burt, he really loved being in the band and had even got used to the rock‘n’roll uniform he had to wear. 

			When Clipper walked in carrying his large bass drum case, which always caused him to walk lopsided, Tea was suddenly overcome with a feeling he hadn’t experienced before. He felt truly sentimental at the sight of all four of them in the room together again. 

			As he unfurled his leads and took his bass pedals from their box, Tea thought about Clipper and how much he liked him. He was one of the nicest people he had ever met. “Bollocks, I’m getting soppy,” he said under his breath, as he took his Fender bass guitar out of its case. 

			The RockAteers finished setting up in silence. Clipper clicked his sticks four times and the band crashed into their half-hour set. It was great to play together again and the nine songs ran seamlessly despite the break. Once they had gone through the songs, Burt put his hand up, calling the attention of the room. Tea continued to noodle. 

			“For fuck’s sake, Tea,” said Burt. “Can’t you shut up for more than five seconds?” 

			Tea stopped for a moment, smiled and carried on noodling.

			“We need to have a conversation,” Burt said loudly. The noodling stopped. Egg’s shoulders dropped visibly. 

			“Why do we always get into long conversations about everything?” Tea protested. “Why can’t we just play music?” 

			“Because,” Burt said, more quietly, “because I have something important to tell you.” 

			“OK, what is it?” Tea said, putting his bass guitar on his lap.

			“I went to see Sir Wilson Cloom this week and he wants us to do a showcase gig.” Egg’s shoulders dropped further still. Tea looked confused. Clipper jumped up from his stool. 

			“That’s ace, ace, ace!” he shouted. 

			“Couldn’t you have waited till we could all go together?” Egg asked, exhaling noisily.

			“No I couldn’t, you idiot. If we had waited for you we’d have missed out on a big opportunity. You weren’t answering any of my calls, remember? I didn’t want to ruin our chances, so I took one for the team. I don’t think you realise just how difficult and stressful the meeting was. I really had to convince them that we are the best band around.” 

			“You were sulking, Egg,” Tea said.

			“Give me a break. First he shaves my eyebrows off and then he pulls my pants down and doesn’t even say sorry. Then he tried to get a girl to go out with me because he thought somehow it would make me want to rejoin the band.” 

			“Don’t be daft. I did say sorry. It was George anyway. And I don’t know what you’re talking about. What girl?” 

			Burt stared at Egg for a moment. “Bex,” he murmured, under his breath.

			“Bex is … lying!” he said unconvincingly.

			“No. You’re lying,” Egg replied. 

			Clipper stood up on his drum stool and hit his snare hard three times. “Lads, lads, lads. What are we doing? Why are we bickering? What does it matter who did what when? Of course Burt…”

			“And that’s another thing. From now on, can everyone remember to call me Jack Skill? Please?”

			“OK,” conceded Clipper. “Of course Jack should have waited to go and see Wilson, but we need to get over it. Surely the music is bigger than any one of us, and all that stuff. I don’t know anything about ‘getting Bex to go out with Egg’ but if you think about it, if it was true, and I’m not saying it is, then it just goes to show how desperate Burt is, I mean Jack is, to make this band work.” He paused and gave Egg a pleading look. “Surely that counts for something, mate?” 

			Egg remained silent for a few moments before nodding curtly. 

			“True dat!” Tea said. “You tell ‘em, Clip!” 

			The band agreed to talk less and play more and spent the rest of the rehearsal getting the music slick and tight for the Sir Wilson Cloom showcase. 

		

	
		
			Song 8 – Promises

			How’s the RockAteers showcase shaping up?” Wilson asked.

			“All set,” Billy replied. “The Borderline has the right vibe and won’t overwhelm them. It’s a good little venue and I think the West End of London is the right location. All the heads of department are coming, the in-house radio people are on the list and I have the usual press agents primed and ready.” 

			“And how are you going to create that Desert Kings vibe?” 

			Billy looked puzzled. “Er …well …the band is inviting their friends and fans, so the vibe should be created organically.”

			“Terrific. I want the band on the label, Billy, so let’s make sure we seal the deal on the night, OK? We don’t need to get things signed, that’s unrealistic. Let’s just make sure we turn on the charm and land the deal … make sure you get a firm handshake on the night and all that. Are we clear?”

			Billy nodded soberly and left Wilson’s office. As he paced through the musical corridors of power, he recalled his meeting with Wilson and Jack. Billy couldn’t put his finger on it, but something wasn’t quite right about Jack Skill. He knew beneath the initial whiff of nerves that the kid had charisma by the bucket-load, great looks and could certainly hold a note, but something still worried him; something about the kid’s character, perhaps. Was he deceitful? He had been around some of the slyest operators in the world so he certainly had the radar for it. 

			By the time he reached his desk he was totally convinced that something about the teenager just didn’t fit. It was the little things that obsessed Billy and it was why at only twenty-four he was one of the most powerful and wealthy junior operators in the business. Wilson wanted The RockAteers bad and Billy needed to deliver them. The total change of style was the worrying thing for Billy and was why he was so nervous around his boss. Big Tone Records signed pop. This was uncharted territory. If he didn’t pull it off, it would mean serious consequences. There must be no mistakes. Finally, his gut feeling was too strong to ignore. He decided to go and meet the entire band before the showcase.

			* * *

			Egg – 26th June

			I’ve tried to get in touch with Bex for over two weeks now but she is unresponsive. I’ve seen her hanging out after exams over the past few days but she ignores me. I have an inability to confront people anyway, especially if they’re within a few feet of another person, so I decided to apologise using the most cowardly, faceless medium, the phone. And that meant using our crap, brown relic of a house phone (I need a mobile so bad. Kids in thethird world are more digitally advanced than me). Of course, she didn’t answer. I started off with messages like:

			“Listen, I’m really sorry, Bex. Can we meet up? I was having a bad day. I didn’t mean to ask you to leave.”

			After a couple of days, when she still hadn’t got back to me, I started leaving messages like: 

			“Come on, Bex. I couldn’t be sorrier. I was an idiot. I was worse than an idiot. I was the worst kind of idiot. A total twat brain, you could say.”

			After seven days I just flat out started to beg. By the time two weeks of silence rolled round I was beside myself.

			“Bex, I’m going crazy here. If you don’t phone me soon I think I might have to jump off a bridge.”

			Not my proudest moment, but it did work (sort of) because just a few minutes later she phoned back. This is what she said before hanging up…

			“Egg, please don’t phone again. If you do then I am going to tell my father to come round to your house and actually kill you. It will be a lot easier than jumping off a bridge because you won’t actually have to go to the trouble of leaving the house.” 

			I wish she would send her dad round to kill me. 

			* * *

			Tea – 27th June

			I am actually excited. Yes, it’s true. Tomorrow this bloke from Big Tone Records is going to take us for a posh dinner. So far Burt the Flirt (or Jack twat balls as I like to call him nowadays) has been keeping all the managerial stuff close to his chest and I don’t trust him. He keeps saying that whilst we don’t have a manager he is the next best thing to one and that if we don’t believe him then how comes he has a showcase with the most powerful man in pop. Egg pointed out that we are a real live band and that we only just started a year ago and why are we jumping through hoops for this guy, but like I said, Burt is the most persuasive man on the planet.

			Burt and Egg have a really strained relationship now. It worries me a bit. Anyway I think it’s going to be cool. The songs are sounding tight as arseholes and we break up for the summer holidays in a week. 

			* * *

			Billy took The RockAteers to the most expensive restaurant in Greenwich. Once the band was seated in the plush surroundings of the piano bar, he kicked off with a tricky question.  

			“So how is your publishing going to be split? I understand that Jack writes the songs? Jack, have you thought about giving a percentage to the rest of the band?” 

			Billy felt the atmosphere change. Jack’s head dropped into the menu and the other band members stared at him in confusion. 

			“Right, that’s my mistake. In our meeting with Wilson I asked Jack who writes the songs. I also asked him a lot of other questions all at the same time. He was obviously just confused. Sorry. It’s my fault.” 

			The band looked unconvinced. Billy continued steadily. “Look, guys, I’m not going to lie. I think you have all the ingredients … songs, lyrics, image and youth. I think the sky’s the limit. If you perform at the showcase like you did in that rehearsal then I’m sure we will be offering you a deal.”

			Billy watched three faces light up. Egg was unmoved, wary, almost angry. Billy knew what he had to do.

			“You write the songs don’t you, Egg?” Billy asked softly. 

			Egg nodded cautiously. 

			“Well, I want to tell you something,” Billy leant across the table and took hold of Egg’s shoulder. “The words and melodies you weave are some of the most haunting I have ever heard. You have the lyrical skill of Bob Dylan, the musicality of the Beatles and the melody of Robbie Williams. He paused to gauge Egg’s reaction. “I hope none of those comparisons are offensive. I just love your work, man.” 

			Egg replied with a grimace and Billy knew he had a tough one on his hands; the kind of creative that neither compromised his art nor took compliments with enthusiasm. It worried him. He hadn’t worked with an artist he couldn’t manipulate through praise. 

			* * *

			Clipper – 27th June

			I really used to look up to Burt for ages but now I am beginning to think he’s just a massive bastard. I’ve just come back from a well nice restaurant Billy Visconti took us too. He is really funny and dead fashionable and has a Mohawk haircut. Everything was going great. Billy loved our rehearsal at school and was tapping his foot and nodding his head all the way through the set. Then we go to the restaurant and Billy says he thought Jack wrote all the songs. So Burt has obviously lied to him because he looked well guilty. After that revelation Billy gets down to asking us loads of questions. Like where do we see the band going? And what do we want from a life on the road? He was really interested in all our answers, even though Burt tried to answer them all for us, as if we would fuck it all up. The cheek of Burt is mental considering what had just happened. The dinner was well upper class. I had a steak tatare, which is basically mashed up steak meat with green bits in. When I got it Tea told me I was a dick for ordering raw meat but I actually really liked it. Egg was really quiet all the way through the meal. Billy kept on trying to bring him into the conversations but Egg was having none of it. 

			Afterwards when me and Egg were walking home he told me that he wasn’t sure we should trust Billy Visconti. I told him that I thought he was very generous and that the meal must have cost a ton of money so we shouldn’t judge him so quickly. “That’s why you will always be a better man than me, Clip.” I didn’t really understand what that meant but I was glad to see him smile. I’m well pissed – four pints of Peroni in two and a half hours. 

			I lied to my dad yesterday and said I am all prepared to start youth academy. It’s getting pretty stupid now.

			* * *

			“Jack isn’t the songwriter, the ginger guitarist is,” Billy told Wilson as the pair sat in the deluxe company canteen.

			“Jack’s the driving force though, as ambitious as they come. I am certain he would do anything to get this deal, boss. Incidentally Jack Skill seems to be his stage name. The rest of the band accidentally called him Burt all the way through our meal.” 

			Wilson nodded. “What about the other two?”

			“The bass player is kind of moody and I think the big drummer is gay.” 

			“Gay?” 

			“As in he likes boys.” 

			“Don’t get smart with me, Visconti! So Jack, or whatever his name is, lied to us?”

			Billy nodded solemnly. “Twice.”

			“Bands,” Wilson said casually, finishing his pomegranate juice before getting up to leave. Billy followed Wilson back through the corridors towards his office. He listened in obedient silence to Wilson’s walking monologue:

			“You see, Visconti, this is exactly why I don’t get involved with anyone who talks back or has an opinion. The Music Business has two very distinct words in it: Music, and Business. When the product or music is made then I take over! I do the business. I’ve been working on a formula to cut out the need for the artist all my life but I haven’t come up with a solution.” He shook his head, almost talking to himself. “They seem to be an inescapable necessity!” 

			Wilson stopped abruptly, turned and fixed Billy with a hard stare. “We aren’t going to have any trouble from these guys, are we?” 

			Billy shook his head frantically.

			“Terrific.” Cloom’s voice sank to a whisper. “Because if you fuck this up, I will have your guts for garters.” 

			* * *

			Egg – 3rd July

			I just got back from rehearsal and I’m feeling pretty mad. Burt going around telling people he writes the songs is bordering on corrupt. I looked up publishing on the internet to see what the usual splits are between bands. My findings were inconclusive. Some bands split it equally, regardless of who writes the songs, and some bands split it 25% lyrics, 25% vocal melodies, 50% music and arrangements.

			At rehearsals tonight I told the boys we should talk about publishing. I said that we should split the songs 52% me, and that they take the remaining 48%, 16% each. Clipper and Tea just nodded and said that it was cool but Burt went mental. I mean here is a guy that claimed to write all my songs and didn’t even apologise, and now he is having a go at me because I’m giving him a cut of the publishing, even though he didn’t write any of the bloody songs! He said I was a selfish wanker and that I was nothing without him. If it wasn’t for the fact that the songs are sounding so good I would have just left the band right there and then. Even though I’m seething with Burt right now I’m not an idiot. I know he’s really good-looking and that I couldn’t front a band, but I did write the bloody songs, doesn’t that count for something? Shouldn’t I get what’s fair? I think I deserve it. 

			Billy was right when we went out for dinner with him. Combine looks and youth with great songs and you have a sure-fire hit. I can see that, but I am only fifteen. Why can’t it just be about the music until I am older and can’t afford to eat? I can sell my soul to the devil then! Only a week before the big showcase and I already can’t sleep. The worst thing is that Bex still hasn’t phoned me back. That she will never speak to me again has started to sink in.

			* * *

			Burt – 3rd July

			That thieving little turd. If he thinks that he is gonna drive around in a Lamborghini while I can only afford a Mini Cooper then he can think again (I realise I already have a Lambo). Everyone knows that the money is in the song writing and the touring. I’ll be fucked if he gets more than me, that ginger wanker. Without me he is just another ugly face with a few half decent songs. I’m the one that’s gonna have to put my neck on the line. I’m the one that will get chased by loads of paparazzi when we’re famous. Why shouldn’t I get the same cut of the dollars? Why didn’t he come and discuss it with me separately? We could have offered the other two a smaller amount, like the split could go 40/40 for me and Smeg and 10/10 for Clip and Tea. No one cares about the rhythm section. Also everybody knows that bands last longer if they split things more equally. Anyway I think I made the fool see sense because he didn’t say anything after I had a go at him. 

			* * *

			Bex stood nervously on Egg’s front porch, her finger hovering over the doorbell. She’d missed Egg over the past few weeks, but had sworn to herself that, after the unforgivable things he had said, he would receive four weeks’ punishment. A month was a sufficient sentence, she felt. It had been hard to stick to, but she had achieved it. It had been especially difficult given the volume and type of the phone calls she had received from him. Bex knew exactly why Egg had been so upset and had said such horrible things to her, but she felt it was important to teach him a lesson, so that he would never do anything like that again. 

			Before she lost her nerve, Bex pushed hard on the doorbell. The door opened quickly. 

			“Bex! What are you doing here?” 

			Bex studied him. Egg’s hair was longer, his glasses and spots had vanished.

			“Wow! You look wicked.” she declared. “How you doin’?”

			She smiled, watching as the surprise spread across his face. She had forgotten how much she liked his out of proportion handsomeness. He looked interesting and wise. Sorting out his image had clearly done a huge amount for his confidence. Contact lenses instead of glasses and skin care had rendered him tolerable to the likes of someone like Burt, but she had agreed to help him for another reason. She wanted to relieve Egg’s crippling lack of confidence. She wanted to help him for his sake. That Burt had paid for the transformation was ironic.

			Suddenly Bex realised that she had been staring silently at Egg for longer than was usual and he was starting to look a little uncomfortable. Before she could speak she noticed something else that was fresh about Egg and it was the most striking difference of all. He seemed to be developing muscles on his skinny frame. 

			“You been working out, Egg?” she asked, pushing past him and into the house. ”Hello, Mrs Poacher,” she added brightly, spotting Egg’s mum in the kitchen. 

			Egg followed her into the hall, narrowly avoiding his mum’s glare. 

			“Er … yes. Burt thought it might be a good idea if we all looked a bit trimmer. He told us that the Desert Kings work out so maybe we should too.” 

			“Did he? LOL! That boy really does have an obsession.” Egg showed her into the front room and Bex plonked herself on the sofa. 

			“It’s great to see you,” he said, sitting down in the armchair opposite. “But … well, why exactly are you here? Don’t get me wrong, I’m over the moon you’re here but … well I mean… I thought you weren’t talking to me?”

			Suddenly Egg’s mum was in the room, scowling. “What can I do for you?” she said, glaring down at Bex.

			Egg looked distraught. 

			“I’ve come to speak to Egg,” Bex replied. 

			“What about? He’s left that silly band and isn’t interested in fancy clothes or a girlfriend that humiliates him.” 

			“Mum, she’s not my girlfriend!” Egg said, blushing deeply. “And she didn’t humiliate me.”

			Bex gathered herself. “I like your son, Mrs Poacher. I think he’s talented, proper smart and great to hang about with. He’s my mate, but if you have a problem with the way I look, then that’s your thing, not mine. I came here to forgive him for saying some pretty hurtful things.”

			Carol frowned and turned her attention to Egg. “What did you do Egg?”

			Egg dropped his head.

			“What did you do Egg?” Carol repeated.

			“I sort of called her a lady of the night.”

			Carol clapped a hand over her mouth and gasped. “Ok, well then I suppose you can stay and sort this out.” She took a step backwards out of the room. “Egg, we will have words about your manners later!” 

			After Carol was gone Bex turned to Egg, her eyebrows knitted. “You haven’t told your mum about getting the band back together?” 

			“No, I’ve been telling her I’ve been at chess club and maths club. Basically all sorts of clubs I think she would approve of.” 

			“And she doesn’t suspect?”

			“I think because she saw how serious I was about quitting she doesn’t think anything is wrong. To be honest I never lie so why would she?” Egg shook his head. “Anyway, why are you here? I thought you hated me?”

			“Yes, well, after the shit you said I really should never speak to you again, but you’re in luck! I’m a very forgiving person. I’m coming to the gig tomorrow,” she announced, “if that’s OK?” 

			“Of course it’s OK.” 

			“Nice!” Bex shifted in her seat. “Look. I came round to see you but I also came because my dad emailed his music industry mate with a link to your songs. Anyway, his mate loved it and asked if he could come to the gig?” 

			“Er, yeh, that’s cool. Burt told me I have two free guests so I will put you and this guy on the list.” Egg paused. “Who is he, anyway?”

			Bex looked excited. “Get this! I googled him and he’s the third most important person in the music industry!” she said excitedly. “I just thought, you know, my dad says you should get at least three quotes before you choose a builder! Going with the right label is important, I think.” 

			“You’re trying to create a bidding war?” Egg said with a smile.

			“Something like that, I guess. Anyway his name is Jerome Clincher. Write it down.” 

			Egg pulled a small leather-bound book from his jeans pocket, opened it and made a note.

			“What’s that?” Bex said pointing to the tattered book.

			“It’s my lyric book,” Egg replied innocently

			Bex eyes widened. “Cool! Is it just for your proper amazing lyrics?”

			“No,” he confessed. “It’s my diary too.”

			“A diary? How very mature! Does it have anything about me in it?”

			Egg blushed.

			“It does. So what do you say about me in it?” Bex grinned.

			He managed to meet her animated gaze. “It says you’re the most attractive, soulful and intelligent person I have ever met and that I was an idiot to jeopardise our friendship with what I said to you.” He dropped his eyes again. 

			Bex frowned a little and then stood abruptly. “I have to go. Things to do, people to see.” She extended her hand. “Friend that’s a girl?” she asked.

			Egg took her hand. “Friend that’s a girl,” he agreed with a smile.

			Bex let herself out quickly and spent the walk home thinking about Egg’s words. They made her smile. 
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