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DISC 1

‘BLOOD AND FIRE’


INTRO – SEVEN DEVILS IN HELL

His voice dipped low as he said his final words.

‘Son, let me tell you a secret. It is whispered that on August bank holiday, the Devil and his six disciples, wearing smiles flashing like molten lightning, travel across the world. Underground. From west to east. From Trinidad to England. Balancing drums on their left hips and bamboo sticks in their right claws. When they reach Notting Hill they beat their drums throughout the multicoloured memories of the day and the black-and-white fusion of the night, making the streets of West London ripple and roll to their badass, hellfire groove.

‘Watch the ground beneath your feet, son, because the human experience comes back to one thing – rhythm.

‘The sun goes up, the sun goes down.

‘The days get longer, the days get shorter.

‘People live, people die.

‘Simple.’


TRACK 1: GASOLINE GHETTO (Featuring Curtis)

On Wednesday, 16 August, Curtis stood, MP3 player in one hand, large bottle of rum in the other, in one of East London’s most desirable squares. Rhodes Square was a cut-through for the kids who went to the local school – the one that residents took care their Sophie and Sebastian did not go to. He faced a large Victorian house. Number 12. It stood one door down from the house with the Mercedes parked outside and two doors up from the house with a black fist as its knocker.

He moved his lanky body one step closer. The afternoon breeze brushed over his golden, teenage face. Brushed over his du-rag. The du-rag fitted the crown of his head like a silk stocking and blew loose at the back and side of his neck with the flare of a Foreign Legion cap. He gazed down at his MP3 player. Pulled it up, just below his chin. His thumb shifted to the side. Pressed the power button. The black screen lit up with blood-red touch-sensitive controls. His thumb glided over the screen. Found ‘menu’. Hit it. The selection bar came up.

All

Favourites

Top 20

His thumb hit ‘favourites’. The title of a single song ignited the screen.

‘Gasoline Ghetto’.

His thumb caressed the horizontal volume strip. Bottom to top, just like when Betty Dean had taught him to French-kiss from tonsil to tip. Guaranteed max-i-mum, ear-thumping, boom-bass madness. His thumb hit ‘play’. He waited. Waited in his low-riding black-and-white-striped tracksuit for the high-rising music. He counted. One. Two. Three. Then it came. The violins from Vivaldi’s Winter Concerto, stabbing behind a red-hot, pepper-sauce R ’n’ B beat. He waited for the singing to start. One. Two. Three. It came. A gruff, male voice with its tell-it-as-it-is street lyrics.

He shoved his MP3 player into his tracksuit pocket. Looked back up at the house. Now was the right time to do it because he couldn’t see anyone inside the house. He used the fingers of one hand to untie his du-rag. Tugged it from his head. Tucked it under his arm. He looked at the rum bottle. Read the label.

White. Overproof. Full-strength rum.

He unscrewed the lid. Grabbed the du-rag. Held it out. Tipped some rum on to it until it turned from bone-dry black to juice-soaked jet. He screwed the lid back on to the bottle. Then he tied the alcohol-soaked du-rag around its neck.

‘Could I ask about 1976?’ she asked behind him.

King Stir It Up, aka Isaiah Augustus Cleveland Scantleberry on his medical records, tensed at her question as he clutched his box of bones.

Shit.

’76.

The one year he never talked about.

He stared at the panoramic view of the Victorian square across the road from his hospital window, desperately trying to think of a way to hitch a ride away from her question. His gaze settled on a young man, who stood with a bottle in his hand in front of one of the houses. The youth pulled something from his head. It looked like one of them du-rags some of the young kids wore these days.

‘Could I ask about 1976?’ she repeated.

Shit.

She wouldn’t leave ’76 alone.

His guest moved to stand with him in the warmth of the window. He quickly buried his box of bones in his dressing-gown pocket. Turned his head to face her. Her blonde hair was chopped and clipped back. Nothing, including hair, was getting in this woman’s way. He caught the hope in her blue bright eyes as she stared at him. He flicked his head back towards the window. Back towards the square. Back towards the youth.

‘OK, 1976. That summer …’ he began, the same time as the youth in the square tied the cloth in his hand around the neck of the bottle.

Curtis finished tying the du-rag. He wedged the bottle under his left arm as the music from his MP3 soaked into his body. His right hand moved to the back pocket of his trousers. He pulled out the magazine that was sticking out of it. It unfolded in his hand. It was already on the correct page. The only page he was interested in. He looked at the advertisement in the top right corner.

THE CONCERT OF THE YEAR

Wednesday 16th August

FEATURING

M.C. Insanity

And Lord Tribulation – He’s the DADDY!

The R ’n’ B backing track of the song playing on his MP3 fell silent. Just violins. Then the violins were joined by a woman’s voice. Soft. Quiet. The vulnerability of her vibrato made his thoughts stop; made him taste her melody; see the face of his mother. The magazine fell from his fingers. Fluttered on to the ground. He searched in his pocket. Pulled out a lighter. He placed the bottle in his right hand. Turned his body sideways. Shifted his feet wide, but steady. Twisted his waist, so his upper body faced the house. His eyes snapped over it, searching for a target. He found it. A second-floor window. He flicked the lighter on. Held up the bottle. Lit the dripping du-rag around the bottle’s neck. His hips and shoulders rotated forward. With a flourish the petrol bomb left his hand. His eyes squinted in the sun as he followed its path. Upwards. Towards the target. He stumbled back. Startled. Startled by the two unexpected young faces peering from the second-floor window.

‘That summer.’ King Stir It Up picked up the words he’d left floating in the air, as he continued to stare out of the window. ‘Do you know what the killer tune was?’

‘Killer tune?’ She took a step, pushing her curiosity closer to him.

‘The killer tune is the song everyone’s playing. Dancing to. That year’s memorable rhythm-and-bass ride. In ’76, for us black youth, it was Junior Murvin’s “Police And Thieves”.’

‘But did anything stand out that year? Was there anything different?’

He said nothing. Just half cocked his head and watched the youth in the square pull something from his pocket.

‘It was a turbulent year, wasn’t it?’ Her voice was soft. Low.

‘Tings got out of control,’ he finally whispered, as something bright flickered in the youth’s hand.

‘What things?’

He saw the youth touch the bright object to the cloth around the neck of the bottle. There was an instant gush of light. He moved his head forward to get a better look. Fire.

‘What things?’ she coaxed.

The youth pulled the bottle back. Threw it at one of the houses.

‘Oh my God,’ King Stir It Up yelled as his face pressed against the window.

‘What?’

He swung his head to face her.

‘Call the police.’

Curtis took a shocked step forward as he watched the bottle sail towards the faces at the window. His arm lunged up. He knew it was too late. No way was he going to pull the bottle back. The children at the window scurried back when they saw the bottle arching towards them. The petrol bomb smashed into the glass. Dived into the room. Glass splintered and fell to the ground outside. Fell on to Curtis. Shredded into his arm and face. He closed his eyes. Heard a bang. Looked up at the same time as the fire started licking from the window. He heard two screams. Together. Blistering the scene like bewildered alto and soprano saxophones. That’s when he started running.

King Stir It Up watched the youth run. The tumour tightened in his gut. He shut his eyes. Tried to cut the pain out. Cut the fire out. Cut the memories of 1976 out. But he couldn’t because ’76 had been just the same. The sounds. The fire. A youth running away. A youth that had been him. Running from a burning, dead body.


TRACK 2: KILL THE VOLUME

Thirty-year-old rap artist Lord Tribulation – LT to his friends – stood outside the Hugh Gaskell hospital ward contemplating the best way to make an entrance. Life was all about making entrances. Well, that was his philosophy. It did not matter what type of door you went through – car door, lover’s door, record company door – you had to make an entrance. Make people remember you. Years of treading the stage had also taught him that an entrance is only as good as the walk you take with you. He chose his walk. Strut ’n’ sway. Head held high, shoulders and hips loose, moving to the rhythm of a carefree summer reggae track. He moved his lean, six-one frame in easy steps. Always take it easy. Never rush it.

People stopped to look at him, in his knee-length leather jacket, vintage Levi jeans, black beret and smoke-tinted aviator sunglasses, as he made his way down the corridor.

He took it easy.

As the suppressed hush bounced against the white walls and tiled floor.

He took it easy.

As the trio of nurses at the desk ran their eyes over him.

He took it easy.

As he moved through the acrid sting of disinfected air.

He took it easy.

As a porter, with a mop, admired his L and T lettered earrings in his left ear.

He took it easy.

As he reached his father’s private room.

His steps faltered. Stopped. He sucked a sharp breath into his body. He might be trying to take it easy, but it never got any easier however many times he came knocking at his dying father’s door. He pushed down the handle. Entered the room. He did not know where the King got the readies to afford a private room. He never asked. Every man was entitled to his privacy, especially if they were told their time was up. For his money his father got a blanched tight one-person sofa, a recently upholstered armchair, a portable TV, which was on, and soothing paintings of bowls of fruit and seascapes on the green pastel walls. And, of course, a bed. Nothing special, but slightly wider than the ones in the public wards. In the bed sat his father, King Stir It Up, or the King as everyone affectionately called him.

The King was propped up on his pillows, hunched over, talking into a Dictaphone. Where the King went so did his Dictaphone. The King had taught him from an early age that a Dictaphone was an essential tool of any songwriter’s trade. You never knew when the lyrics would come to you. The barbershop. The bathroom. That final groan at the end of making love.

The King stopped talking. Mid-sentence. He punched the stop button on the Dictaphone. Put it down next to the scattered dominoes on the mobile table over the bed. He straightened his head and shoulders. Father and son looked at each other with faces that were once a mirror image of each other. The same alert brown eyes, long bone structure and a mouth they were both proud of, with its bottom lip slightly puffed forward as if a constant bank of lyrics bubbled behind it. But in the last six months the King’s terminal illness had distorted their shared reflection. While LT retained a skin tone that was a deep saturated brown with a fiery glaze of old oak rum, his father’s had become a tired grey, as if the gravediggers were already throwing earth on top of him. The sharpness of his cheekbones stretched his skin. But he defiantly had his hair and now a beard, just so they knew he didn’t want anything to do with that chemo shit. The only medication he was willing to take was a new drug that helped to relieve the suffering of people with stomach tumours.

The King pinned LT with those black eyes of disapproval. LT hated that look because it reminded him that since he had injected what he called his cash raps (or craps, as the King like to sneer) – songs about money, women, women, money – into his act, his father’s pride in his achievements had started to be eroded by disappointment.

‘Well, if it isn’t Huey Newton,’ the King rasped in a voice that had once been serene and smooth; now his illness made sure he could no longer control the chord changes.

Baffled, LT followed the path of his father’s eyes as they glided over his leather jacket and black beret. He’d borrowed the image from one of his stylist’s books – but who the hell was Huey Newton?

‘… and take those darkers off, boy – life’s moving into the night.’

LT pulled off his shades. Folded them. Tucked them into the flap pocket of his jacket. He sat down on the armchair by the King’s bed, near the vase of assorted flowers he knew the King’s girlfriend, May, bought every day. He pulled off his beret, revealing a small Afro. One that was plaited in the night and finger-combed in the morning. He ran his long fingers through it. His father looked at him with a spark of merriment in his eyes. He knew the King was getting ready for their light-hearted call-and-response routine.

‘What you call that masquerading on your head?’ the King started.

‘This is an Afro, also known as a ’fro …’

‘Also known as a natural …’

‘Which you should know all about as it dates back to your heyday …’

‘When people knew what good music sounded like …’

‘Music’s as good as the number of punters you pull in …’

‘You call that boom-boom, bang-bang business you sing music?’

The King’s voice ended in a ragged rush. His eyes screwed closed.

‘You all right, Dad?’ LT asked as he leaned over the dominoes. His hands rested on his father’s shoulders.

Now the King was sick LT realised that maybe their little routine was too quick for a man dying to keep up. For years they had played call-and-response – the King would say something mildly contentious and he would respond. It was always quickfire. As soon as the last word left one mouth, the other grabbed the space. Sometimes it got so quick it was hard to know where one voice started and the other ended.

‘It ain’t easy thinking back sometimes, you check me?’ the King answered wearily.

‘So what’s the latest?’ LT asked, easing back in his chair, trying to lighten the mood.

‘The latest?’ The King’s eyes sprang open with the kind of life LT wished the rest of his father’s body showed.

‘Yeah, you know. On the news.’ LT nodded his head towards the portable television.

‘It’s the usual – the rich are bombing the poor. And the rich are winning again …’ The King shook his head as a jet fighter arced across the TV screen before a splash of orange burst where a missile had exploded. ‘The damn rich are always winning. The last time we won anything was when Che and Fidel rode into Havana in 1959, you check me?’

‘Who were they?’ LT asked.

‘Who was who?’

‘Che and Fidel …’ LT had heard the names in the house as a youth but he couldn’t place them.

‘Well, kiss my sweet black rah-rah, you mean to tell me, Jeremiah, you don’t know who Che Guevara and Fidel Castro are?’ His father was incredulous.

The King was one of the only people who ever used his birth name, Jeremiah.

‘No. Unless they’re giving me a helping hand up the musical ladder, why should I?’

LT shook his head. Che Guevara? Fidel Castro? Huey Newton? Since the tumour had been diagnosed it was like the King lived in a completely different world. The King’s chest rumbled in a small chuckle. Then he lifted his eyebrow mischievously and explained, ‘They were musicians …’

‘Musicians …?’ LT was interested now.

The King rearranged himself so he was full on with his son. A half-crooked smile crinkled his lips and tilted the right corner of his beard.

‘That’s right. They played maracas in a rumba band in Cuba. They were big for a while; they cut a few records and had a few hits. Then of course those damn communists took over and Che, Fidel and the boys had to move to the States. They finished their days playing bossa nova for gamblers in Las Vegas …’

LT had met a few Latin Americans around town. Sharp, snappy dressers. Maybe this Che and Fidel knew how to make the clothes talk as they walked.

‘So what kind of rig did they go around town in?’

‘Rig?’ The King’s smile spread full across his lips. ‘Well, let’s see – they use to dress in olive-green battle fatigues – and sombreros. Man, when they shook those maracas, all them American gals were on the dance floor shaking their ting – you check me?’

LT had a think about that. He couldn’t use the sombrero but the battle fatigues sounded cool. Very outlaw – very rebel. He decided to ask his stylist what olive green would look like against dark, brown skin. LT looked at his watch. Five minutes to six.

‘What are you looking at your watch for, boy? You got some place you need to be?’

‘I’ve got a really important gig tonight and …’

‘Gig?’ the King scoffed. ‘Gig? You call that song-and-dance routine you do a “gig”? You call that gyrating around you do trying to catch the avaricious eye of those record companies a “gig”. Some “gig”, boy …’

That pissed LT off. His body tightened in the chair as his mouth let loose.

‘Yeah, that’s right, a “gig” – and you might like to know that Paradise Records will be there and we’re talking about a deal at the moment. You know what a deal is, don’t you? Only of course you don’t because all you ever did was make a few loser records for your friends and family to buy. You know what I think? I think you’re jealous because I’m making a living out of my music while all you did was earn some beer money playing for your mates in community centres …’

The King interrupted with a whisper, ‘Music’s not “a living”, boy. Music is living …’

‘Music is money,’ LT asserted. Hard.

The King shook his head as they both fell silent, chewing their own thoughts.

LT shook his head, feeling annoyed with himself for his angry outburst at a man who almost gave up his life so that he could have his. His mother had left to live in Canada when he was a baby, leaving the King to bring him up on his own. Until her death five years earlier she’d never visited him, which suited him fine. The tension eased its hand from his shoulder. He relaxed into the softness of the chair.

‘Dad, I came up because I want to share something with you.’

‘Never been in no threesome before.’

They both chuckled, looking more alike than they had in a long time.

‘My first TV interview is coming on in about …’ He looked at his watch. ‘… two minutes.’

‘Well, I can’t watch my boy on the box with a dry throat.’

LT knew exactly what the King wanted. He got up and bent down to search under the bed for his father’s black holdall bag. He found it near the King’s slippers. He unzipped the side pocket, searched inside and pulled out a joint. Doing drugs and alcohol had never been his rush. He had seen one too many people, including the King, lose their focus on life. Even so, he passed the joint to his father. The King lit up. Sucked the smoke in. Let it find its resting ground inside his body. Blew the residue out and snuggled back into the pillows.

‘That makes me almost feel alive, Jerry.’

LT couldn’t understand why the King wouldn’t have the chemotherapy. Didn’t he understand it meant they would have more time together? The King caught the anguished look on his face.

‘Son, I’m going anyway so I’d rather be laid out in the box with my own hair. You should keep your pity for the two young ones downstairs.’

‘What young ones?’ LT asked as he used the remote to switch the television to Shake Up TV, a satellite channel specialising in mainly British rap.

‘This afternoon two kids got burned badly in an arson attack in the square over the road. Before I forget, son, I want to be buried with my best jacket …’

LT did not hear his father because his eyes were fixed to the television screen. The final part of a report about Sean Sparkle, a legendary musician and producer receiving a lifetime achievement award at the Brits musical event, was on.

‘Jerry, did you hear me? This is important, son.’

LT nodded his head, but kept staring at the television as he said, ‘Yeah, sure. Let’s chat about it after the interview.’

He settled himself in his seat as the presenter, Courtney Cross, or Cee Cee as she liked to be known, came on to the screen. She was street sexy and street cool, wearing a cropped white sequin top over blue hipster jeans. Her port-liquored hair brushed her shoulders and cupped her healthy white face. She sat with LT in a minimalist pale studio on an even paler leather couch. LT smiled as he watched the programme. Yeah, he had got the pose just right. Part insolent, part cheeky grin, like the studio lighting was the best sunshine he’d tasted in his life. The lighting shone against his white du-rag, which had his trademark ‘He’s The Daddy’ logo on it.

Cee Cee introduced him with a carefully crafted smile. Then breathed her first question at him.

‘Your music has got this unique, melting, stand-out style. Everyone calls it the Ice Shack sound. There are so many myths about how your music got its defining sound and name.’ Her eyelids fluttered down, then curled up to flirt with him.

‘Tell us what the real story is.’ She spoke like she was asking him if he liked to do it on top, underneath or over the dressing-room table in front of the mirror.

He did that half-turn into the camera his stylist had taught him and grinned back at the presenter just before he answered her question.

‘My father, King Stir It Up, as you know, is a musician. So I grew up with loads of music around me. His band, like other sound systems, were always experimenting with different sounds – echo chambers, vibrations, raw bass lines. One night when I was a kid I heard him playing one of his sound systems tunes. It had this really funky sound. A bit like heavy breathing. Kind of a half-beat in, a half-beat out …’

Suddenly the hospital room filled with a wheezing sound. High pitched, soaked in agony. LT quickly turned away from the television to stare at his father. The King was holding his chest and gulping air like his time had come. LT shoved out of the chair. Leaned over his father.

‘Dad, you all right?’ His hands fluttered over the King’s chest.

The King’s hands reached out. Clawed into LT’s leather jacket. He yanked LT close. Whispered, ‘Box of bones.’

LT’s hand shot into the mix of dominoes on the table to steady himself. The King tugged him closer. Drank in some air. Whispered, ‘Bury … best jacket.’

The King’s hands loosened. Then he collapsed on to the bed. Silent. LT shook his father’s shoulders.

‘Dad? Dad?’ he repeated as each shake became harder. The King did not move. LT rushed out of the room, yelling, ‘Help. My dad.’

The ward sister at the desk looked up. Heard his high-pitched call. She ran over to him. Past him into the room. LT did not follow her. He leaned against the wall. Took shallow breaths. The tears stuck in his throat. He didn’t want to be here. He did not want to see his old man like this. He closed his eyes. Kept them closed for three minutes.

‘Mr Scantleberry?’

He let his mind and vision come back into the world. Sister stood next to him.

‘He’ll be fine, but he needs to rest. I’ve given him something so he gets a good night’s sleep.’

She raised her hand and held the smoking spliff in front of his face. ‘What were you thinking, giving this to him? It’s no wonder he collapsed.’

‘But …’

‘Your father has over-exerted himself today. I’ve explained to you in the past that the drug your father has been prescribed means he can’t afford to be under any more stress. I think it’s best if you go.’

She walked away from him, carrying the pungent joint. He turned to the King’s closed door. Lay his palm flat against it. Felt the warmth of the King one more time. He removed his hand. Let it drop. He looked over at the retreating figure of Sister, and he was sure he could see a freshly exhaled billow of smoke hanging over her body. Her back tightened. She stopped. Relaxed. Another cloud of smoke rose above her. He shook his head. Checked his watch. He still had more than enough time to dress to impress Paradise Records at his concert at the Minus One club tonight.

The illegal aroma of marijuana hit the woman as soon as she entered her house. She twisted her lip with annoyance, knowing that her daughter was home. She closed the door. Hard. So her daughter heard, to give her enough time to get rid of the evidence. She moved into the hall and laid her briefcase on the table under the huge mirror. She looked at her steel-grey suit. Straightened it and moved towards the lounge. She opened the door. Her daughter and two friends sat huddled on the sofa as they watched the television.

‘Hi, Mummy. You’re back early.’ Her daughter kept her voice easy. Innocent. She didn’t get up to greet her. No kiss. They had stopped doing that when she’d sent her to boarding school.

She delicately sniffed the air.

‘You girls are wearing an interesting perfume these days.’

She peered over her daughter’s head to watch the television with indifferent eyes. She wasn’t surprised to see her daughter’s musical idol, Lord Tribulation, being interviewed. His posters dominated her daughter’s bedroom. Her daughter often listened to his tracks, which she had downloaded on to her MP3 player while eating breakfast. She hated that. Such bad manners.

When the interviewer asked Lord Tribulation how he got his distinctive musical sound her daughter swung back to the television. She started to turn her head away from the screen. Then she heard the rapper answer the question. She became still. Motionless. The brightness left her eyes and dark patches of blood spotted over her face. The stench of the marijuana choked her senses. Marijuana that had nothing to do with her daughter and everything to do with her memories. She swayed. Her hand gripped the edge of the sofa. ‘Mummy, are you OK?’

She heard her daughter. But didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer.

‘Mummy?’

The distress in her daughter’s tone made her finally pull herself straight. Her hand left the sofa. Heaved through her hair. She smiled at her anxious daughter and said, ‘I’m fine, darling. You know I hate the television on this loud, so can you please turn down the volume.’

She left the room as her daughter picked up the remote and killed the volume. She closed the door. Her hand tightened on the door handle. Every expletive she knew crammed her mind, overloading her head. She slammed her briefcase down on the table near the mirror. Opened it. Pulled out her mobile phone. Went straight to the address book. Scrolled down until she got his number. In her line of work she was given many numbers. When his had come her way she had stored it just in case. She punched the buttons as she marched into the chilled openness of the kitchen. She put the phone to her ear as she gazed out of the French window.

‘It’s Anne … yes, I know it’s been thirty fucking years, and believe me, if I never had to speak to you again I wouldn’t do it. We’re in trouble.’

She swung away from the window. Listened. Then her words exploded.

‘How do I know?’ Her voice was clipped, the saliva drying in her mouth. ‘That doesn’t matter. What matters is he’s still got it.’

She stopped. Took a single breath that stretched her lungs. The rise and fall of her chest softened. She was back in control.

‘We need to meet to decide how to play this one out. In the meantime do anything you can to get it. Have you got people who can get on to this straight away?

‘Good.’ She smiled at his answer. ‘But your people are going to need to know what they’re looking for. Where do you think the King would have kept it?’

She listened to his answer. Sighed. Smiled a bit more widely.

‘Of course,’ she said softly. ‘It was one of the only things he ever talked to me about. His best jacket.’
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