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CHAPTER ONE

What d’you reckon? Good or not good?’

‘Good. Brilliant!’ Sophia Micheli said.

Her best friend Elise had been coming to Club Seventeen a couple of weeks longer and looked delighted at the Micheli smile.

‘And he’s a nice bloke, that one,’ Eli said.

‘Jon?’ Sophia shrugged. ‘Yeah, he was OK…’

Eli clung on to the bus handrail as it took the High Road like a runaway stagecoach. ‘Jon? You mean Jonny.’ She pulled an embarrassed face on Sophia’s behalf. ‘No one ever calls him Jon.’

‘I did!’ Sophia clung too. ‘He never said anything: I reckoned that was his name. Jon Elite. Like, Jon Special, a cut above, I even told him…’

Eli screeched laughing, now in Sophia’s face, now away in the bounce of the bus. ‘Sofe, you bonzo! It’s Jonny Leete. Off the Paxton estate. Jon Elite – yeah, I’ll just bet he liked that, the toff!’ But Eli was a mate. ‘Next week just call him Jonny. Make nothing of it. And ask him if he’s got a friend for me!’

The bus jerked to a halt, the usual sticking brakes. Sophia jumped out of the double doors, more pushed than sprung. She waved to Eli who was going on another couple of stops and dived into Boots’ doorway to take a wet wipe to her mouth: then her eyes: she’d gone out without make-up, she’d better go in without it – who wanted World War Three?

‘You’ve got make-up on!’

‘So has Eddie Izzard.’

‘He’s a transvestite.’

‘Can I wear Dad’s suit?’

A typical exchange between her and her mother: Sophia Micheli of the New Girls and Lesley Micheli, a theatre designer who was always more used to stress than calm. She and Sophia were two cats you wouldn’t put in one sack, so it had been a giant stride for womankind, Sophia getting a night out until ten. With her dad working evenings her mother had been as happy as headaches about letting her out with Eli: but her dad had satisfied himself that the Italian Association’s Under-Eighteen Saturday disco was clean of drugs, given her a lecture on handling herself – and she’d gone. There was no need to abort all future missions before she got back through the door on this one.

Sophia checked in the little mirror she kept with her make-up under the cardboard bottom of her shoulder bag. All clear. Except her mother could see glitter in a sunburst, white confetti in a snowstorm. No matter how thick the canvas side of a homework hold-all she’d always see right on through the text books to the Teenscene magazine. Which Sophia bought on purpose to get her going.

‘You wasting your money again?’

‘Like water through my fingers!’

Tonight her mother would have been reading the time like a book she couldn’t put down, waiting for her to be safe indoors from the dangers of north London at night. Her dad had swung this – girls had to be shown a bit of trust at her age – so a big row when she got in would have held no chance of a victory; not over going out on Saturdays to Club Seventeen. If she wanted him to get good reports, Sophia had to work for them.

She pulled the black sweater out of her bag and slipped it on, making a face as she buttoned her blouse two holes higher. She loosened her belt and lowered her skirt. Still not enough, she started walking with a slight bend to her knees so her legs didn’t look so long and bare, and she tried to fill her mind with worthy thoughts of nice little school friends and RE homework, anything to take the fizz from the Bullseye she’d drunk and push out Jonny Leete who’d sweet-talked her about Spurs. And with an impersonation of being in the right frame of mind, she hit the button of the bell.

Her mother didn’t come straight off, no doubt playing it cool: no whipping open the door and asking, ‘Where have you been?’

Instead she took her time. Then, ‘Where have you been?’

‘If you think this is late…’

‘I didn’t say that.’ All the same, there was a look at her watch and a wobble of her head.

‘And Eli and I had a really good time, thanks.’

‘Fine.’

Sophia headed for the stairs. She needed a bright light to check for sure on the make-up.

‘There’s removing pads in the cabinet.’

‘Excellent.’

Sophia didn’t change her tight expression – but, Mamma-Mia, she’d got the enemy on the run! It was like being bought her first bra – when she’d wanted black and got it; threatening to let things hang free otherwise.

And that was that. Sophia Micheli went clubbing at the Seventeen on Saturday nights.



On that Saturday night, three miles south-west, Piccadilly Circus was all clubbers. And tourists and punters and pushers. Further along the street in Leicester Square, portraits would still be drawn at midnight and roses would be bought for women betrayed. Traffic clogged, people milled, dips took wallets, bars spilled out and queues lined up at the club doors; mostly girls in off the shoulder tattooes and skimpy skirts, swinging handbags fatter than their bellies. It was all as bright as day, just differently coloured, with neon adverts on the move and the flashing of police emergency blue, everything rowdier than a riot with the talk and shout and scream, the rev of cars and the whoop of sirens. London never really sleeps, it just works at getting unconscious.

Through this lot weaved Sophia’s father, Antonio Micheli, his saxophone in its plush case, his eighth stint that week in the theatre orchestra for Carousel all done and Sunday off tomorrow. Right now he had to cross Regent Street and get to Piccadilly Circus tube – the Bakerloo line to Oxford Circus and the Victoria line out to Seven Sisters – a journey that would take him forty minutes at the outside; with Sophia, please Holy Mary, safe indoors from her big night out at Club Seventeen. He’d thought of her a lot during the performance tonight, his fingers crossed for her safety: and he’d nearly missed a sax entrance in the second act, worrying about her, so he couldn’t wait to get home through the West End crush.

He stood by the crossing lights at the front of a swelling crowd. A surge of girls who’d not got into the Galaxy club were heading towards Shaftesbury Avenue to Xtreme – all Wrigley’s gum, Mayfair fags and shivering shoulders. He looked at them and knew Lesley would have made Sophia take a top coat or a sweater, not let her walk the Seven Sisters Road half naked like these; back home in his Alássio she would have worn more in the sun than these girls wore in the cold. But that was life. You lived twenty-first century in the city or you didn’t live at all. Life was all about where the work was, what was around you, you took it on at its own strength.

And right now what was around Sophia’s father was frustration; kids worried they were missing out on a Saturday night’s clubbing. The crossing lights still gave them the little red man but they were jostling for the green like a pack of distance runners.

‘It’s up there.’

‘Round the left.’

‘I know a guy on the door…’

Snorts.

‘I did! Once.’

‘He let you in?’

‘Nah.’

‘Useful!’

And the red man went, the green man came. Like a swollen river breaching a dam the girls rushed into the road, a surge of shoulders and straps – and with the flow, unable to stop himself, Antonio Micheli was swept forward. Helpless, he saw a dirty white van heading straight for him from the left, a revving Transit chased by the flashing blue and the screaming siren of a police car. The van was shooting across the lights and squealing towards Haymarket – and there was no stopping its foot-down driver who wanted away and who had the road. Except that Sophia’s father was in the way, pushed into the van’s path in the rush to cross. It was fifty-fifty as to who the winner would be – and fifty-fifty always goes the driver’s way.

The van’s offside hit Antonio Micheli hard on the left of his pelvis. It threw him up and to the side where his head hit with a sick thud on the sharp metal of street furniture – the upright of a sign showing the way ahead: the van not stopping, nor the girls, who were screaming at the near miss, but still running for entry into Xtreme.

‘Wa’s ’is name?’

‘On the door? Didn’t say. Who does, up West?’

And those were the last words Antonio Micheli ever heard, his body as battered as his mangled saxophone in its case.



He would have been no more than a dead maggot in a seething wound to the man looking down from the first floor office of Galaxy Club. Downstairs the place was two-step thumping, but up here it was quieter – in more ways than one. Crucial to this man, there was no noise on the phone line, it wasn’t being tapped by the police. The Galaxy wasn’t his club in the sense that he didn’t own it, but then it was his, in the sense that he had the seamy side of the West End all sewn up. If Frank Leonard wanted to come calling, he came calling; and tonight he wanted to come calling. His manor house down in Kent was bugged, without doubt; he couldn’t trust an electricity socket, and the phones had the faintest echo to them as if they were plugged into deep space. Mobiles, too. He might as well have held all his conversations on the fifth floor of Scotland Yard. But Dave Sewell’s Galaxy Club was still clean, it hadn’t been open long enough for the law to get tapping, so for an expected phone call which needed to be secret this was a good place to be.

Frank Leonard was a small man who looked like Hitler without the moustache: he had the same lizard eyes and his mouth was always puckered tight as if he were digesting something bad. People watched out for themselves if ever he smiled. Not that the locals saw much of him at all behind the high walls of Middle Marsh Manor in the quiet Kent countryside, a real contrast to the London – the noisy, sweaty, crowded capital – where he liked to be. London was where he operated: protection, earnings from girls, gambling, and biggest of all, drugs. And where he’d killed. He’d already done life for a punishment murder, he knew where the remains of other East Enders could be found if the fishes hadn’t eaten them; and he wouldn’t think twice about breaking an arm or scalding a pretty city girl. No one in the capital ever said no to Frank Leonard if he wanted a favour. The man had power, and it paid to fear him.

The phone rang in the office. He turned away from the window and nodded to Sewell to answer it.

‘Galaxy.’

The voice at the other end must have said something meaningful. Without a word the club owner gave the phone to Leonard and left the room fast: no one wanted to know anything they didn’t need to know about this man’s activities.

‘Yeah?’ Leonard said. He listened. ‘You’re saying it’s gone through, it’s on, it’s a “go”, right?’ He listened some more, and without another word put down the phone and left the office – heading for the underground car park and the A20 to Kent. And on his face was the beginning of a smile.



By two a.m. Lesley Micheli was getting worried. Sophia could tell. Upstairs, she couldn’t sleep, with the sound of Saturday night sirens up and down the Seven Sisters Road, and so much to go over in her head. Downstairs, her mother would know the same as she did – that the show always finished to the minute and the band was always out before the exit doors opened. Her dad was never late. She could hear her mother at the kettle, then at it again a half hour later; then at the front door, then making another cup of tea.

Which was when the police came. First the murmur of voices, someone being kind, followed by her mother suddenly screaming as Sophia ran for the stairs. She burst into the room to see Lesley whimpering and shivering, a policewoman’s arm round her shoulder. She rushed to her mother, stared into her face asking the question to which she already knew the answer. Her father was dead.

‘How? Why?’

Sophia felt her mother’s questions through their chest bones, two cats now without claws. The policewoman muttered something about a drug-dealing suspect jumping the lights.

Lesley wiped a hand across her eyes. ‘Toni. Where is he?’

‘Middlesex Hospital.’

‘And there’s no chance…?’

The policeman shook his head. ‘No, love. No chance.’

And Lesley Micheli wailed like the bereaved of all the world. ‘He wasn’t the one I was worried about not coming back!’ She hugged Sophia hard, shaking, hurting – hugging, but somehow as if Sophia had changed the pattern by going out; Sophia had made tonight different. And Sophia held her in return, standing tall, her legs as long as she liked; not crying herself because she couldn’t – right now she was having to be the strength.

‘This sick bloody place!’ Lesley’s wretched face wailed at the whole of London. Sophia held on to her as she swayed, and led her towards a chair, where she collapsed and cringed and shook.

The policeman crackled something into his radio, all in code for the sake of the bereaved. He went to find the kettle, which hadn’t cooled all evening. Sophia slid round to where she could hold her mother’s hand, itself as cold as death. She murmured meaningless words into her ear, but they were across a divide – there was nothing she could think to say in comfort for either of them. Her dad hadn’t been ill, he’d been on top musical form, he wasn’t old, he didn’t have troubles, and he’d loved, loved, loved her. And he was gone. For ever.

The need nagged at her till she was alone – and that was nearly dawn, having hugged and cried her mother to sleep. Sophia took out the brass-locked diary her father had given her on her birthday and opened it for the first time, something almost too hard to do with her shaking fingers and its little key, and inside it she started to write what she couldn’t live without beginning tonight, the words of a daughter’s song for him:



You used to walk tall through that door,

To tell me what was right from wrong,

Smile with stories from the show,

Blow a sax from the room below.

And now that sinner’s killed your song—

Silenced you for ever more.

But I will always sing to you

In private scribbles, solos sung—

Of who I am and where I go:

Verses for Antonio.



‘This bastard London!’ Lesley suddenly woke and shouted. ‘Crooks, noise, smell, traffic, death!’ Her voice croaked and she whimpered in her bed like a three-year-old who’d lost her mother in the market. ‘My Toni!’ And again she wailed the house down.



Frank Leonard’s white Mercedes slid through the gates of Middle Marsh Manor. It crunched round the driveway and didn’t slow for the cat in its path. The cat moved or it died: braking too hard made ruts in the gravel. The cat jumped and the car drove on into the stable-block garage, the door automatic.

Getting out, Frank Leonard went through into the dark house. He skirted the indoor pool and came to the kitchen where he found a tin of tonic in the fridge. His ears cocked to the sound of a shuffle at the door, but he didn’t turn. His wife Bev stood in the doorway, tall, long legged, still holding herself well. She was twenty years younger than him, once a svelte blonde model, travelling to Parkhurst every visiting time permitted. She’d been asleep upstairs; sheet lines ran down her belly.

‘You want some supper or anything, Frankie?’ She put a hand behind her head, didn’t move otherwise.

‘No – I got some thinking to do.’

‘Thought you might want something…’

He swore at her. ‘I told you, I got some thinking to do.’ He turned the tap on full, switched on the radio. ‘Someone I want is on the move.’

A lift of her chin asked who.

‘Someone transferring prisons, Wyck Hill to Garside.’

‘Got a name, has he?’

‘That’s nothing to you.’

Bev pouted. ‘You used to tell me these things, Frankie. We used to share all sorts…’

‘Well we don’t now.’

‘I used to be your friend…’ Bev stopped herself and turned away. ‘Then you have got some thinking to do,’ she said. ‘All on your own.’ And she went back to bed, pretending not to hear the curt filthy name he called her.



From your loving wife. Rest peaceful, my darling Toni. Les. XXX

Lesley’s flower arrangement was small, blue and purple, and discreet. Sophia’s was a single white carnation, her dad’s traditional buttonhole on opening nights.

To the best Dad, the coolest sax in the world – from your girl Sophia. XXXXX

Antonio Micheli’s widowed mother – Sophia’s nonna – fat and slow and devastated in black – had had her son’s name posted in black-edged bills on the streets of Alássio. All today in north London she was being helped in and out of cars, on and off seats by an uncle who’d come with her; while Sophia’s other grandparents had come from Leeds and were bustling and busy with the practical things. What Sophia wanted was a cuddle from someone, but all she got was wailing on one side and cups of tea on the other.

The ceremony was Catholic and long, the responses drowned in the drone of A10 lorries; and the burial in the Roman Catholic grounds of Enfield Cemetery was lost in the noise of urban life under a Heathrow flight path where the heavy jets thundered in on final approaches; all so loud that Sophia had to strain to hear the earth hit her father’s coffin. But the louder sound that she knew she’d hear for ever was the brass section from her dad’s show standing at the graveside, playing ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. She clutched at Eli’s hand and shook, the way she’d shaken on their rattling bus home the night he died.

‘Take me away!’ Lesley gritted to her brother Mike, the widow suddenly pulling from the gaping hole. People made way, and Sophia went too.

‘Where?’ asked Mike. ‘In the vestry? You want to go to the car?’ He was supporting her like the walking wounded.

Lesley straightened like a stick and turned to face him with wild eyes. ‘No! Get me away from all this!’ She shook her black-gloved fist at a 747 going over low. ‘I want to be where there’s peace and quiet! Away from crooks and racket and London filth!’ And with her hands clamped over both her ears she ran like someone shell shocked towards the busy road.


CHAPTER TWO

Sophia had just walked in from school.

‘I want a word with you.’

‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

‘I beg your pardon!’

The start of the first row. But it was Sophia who was pointing the finger and it was Lesley on the back foot. A month after the death of their man and they were at one another’s throats, Lesley still in black, Sophia in her school uniform. She’d just said ‘See you!’ to Eli and come through the door to find her mother on the telephone to a house agent, serious – talking very serious – about selling up.

‘You were upset at the cemetery – Mary, Mother of God, wasn’t I upset?!’ Sophia went on.

‘Don’t blaspheme, please.’

‘Who cares? I bet God cares more about what you’re doing to me right now!’

‘Which is nothing wrong!’ Lesley was working up to anger now.

‘Madre, you had every right to be upset at the funeral…’

‘Thank you!’

‘Like the rest of us. We were all upset. Nonna was. I was. I was! I am his daughter, or was, or have you forgotten?’ Sophia threw her school bag across the sitting room into a corner, rocking a tall floor lamp. She ruffled her cropped hair, hard. ‘We know how he died and we all hate that scum. We all hated that bloody cemetery with all the aeroplanes and the noise—’

‘But?’

‘But that’s no reason now to chase us off out of where we live. Where I live, where Eli and my friends are, where my education is…’

‘Oh, you’re worried about your education? That’s news!’

Sophia’s skin had gone cold and her stomach had hardened. She wanted to swipe at her mother for that quick, cocky reply – better to slam out of the room before she went too far. But she stayed. Typical.

‘I’m worried about my life!’ she shouted. ‘I live here, this is where I belong…’ Sophia waved her arms around the room, took in Tottenham and the whole of north London. ‘This is me! This is Sophia Micheli!’

Lesley thumped her own chest. ‘And this is me! And you belong where your mother decides! Christ, girl—’

‘Don’t blaspheme, please!’

‘—people move about! Your father moved about! We all – move about!’

‘For a reason. For jobs, for getting married…’

Lesley suddenly slowed it. ‘And for getting widowed, Sophia! I want out of crooked, hateful London!’ – she waved some sheets of properties into Sophia’s face – ‘and, what’s more, we’re going!’

Sophia just stared at her angry, distraught mother, couldn’t think of anything more to say that wouldn’t be over the top hysterical.

‘Listen,’ Lesley came down from boiling point to a simmer, ‘all of this here is him and me.’ Now she waved her arms around the room. ‘Everything’s a memory, even what I do, what I did, my theatre work. That’s all about that life, the old Lesley Micheli. I want a new start away from everything this place and London say to me…’

Sophia threw herself backwards into an armchair. ‘That’s stupid!’ she said. ‘This place and London say you’re just starting to make a name for yourself. So where are you dragging me to? Somewhere I can keep in touch with Eli?’

Lesley stood looking at her, pursed her lips, unpursed them, ignored the compliment. ‘I’m dragging you where I want!’ she said – as she went to the phone to grab up her estate agents’ notes.



It was all sky. Where north London was tall office walls and high-rise flats, Romney Marsh was low grass and clear air from the ankles up to heaven. Sophia stood on the empty road in front of the house and looked out across the flatness towards the sea. Half an hour earlier her mother had stood here and opened wide her arms and lifted her face up to the sun, turning her head from side to side in a slow appreciation of this space and its peace. How sad could you get? Standing in the same place now, Sophia shivered. It was so quiet you could hear a newt breathing. Spooky! To her and Eli, quiet was an intrusion into your thoughts; down here she’d know a squeaky bike was coming from half a mile away. Nearby, a bird twittered and a sheep on the marshland baa’ed. Otherwise, nothing. So much of boring nothing.

Sophia had been all over the remote, long-empty House – For Sale behind her, now she was out of the way while her mother and Uncle Mike talked inside to the estate agent. She didn’t want another row, not here, they’d have been heard over the Channel in France. If she’d been inside the house she’d have had to shout her mother’s stupidity at her again, wanting to pack up and run away from London to the country. Her dear dad wasn’t cold in his grave and she was taking them away from everything he’d known and stood for. Antonio Micheli was from Italy, he was cosmopolitan, he’d played clarinet and sax at the opera in Rome and come to live the London life after he’d met Lesley on a show she’d helped design. City show biz was what he’d been about; and her, too. As Lesley Bates she’d been a Leeds, then a London, girl; as Lesley Micheli she’d been a designer on shows that toured the biggest cities in the world. Now she was after crawling under the country blankets and hiding herself down on the marshes. Just for herself. As for Sophia, well, what Club Seventeen girl who knew Jon Elite wanted to live her life where a sheep having a baa was big news?

‘Got two names, this place.’

Sophia jumped. It was so quiet and nothing here that she hadn’t heard someone come from nowhere. But he had – an old man standing on the grass verge, stooped, smiling, with the sort of face you saw on the trunks of old trees in Finsbury Park, wearing a flat cap which looked even older than he did. A sudden thought came out of nowhere – marsh spirit. Was he a will o’ the wisp? But there weren’t such things – he was probably just a dirty old man; you got them all over. He took off his cap to wipe it down his face. ‘Marsh End, that’s what you see there.’ His voice was high, and rustled like tissue.

So? Sophia looked. The house sign nailed to the tree certainly said Marsh End. He could read, this yokel.

‘That’s new, though, that is.’

She didn’t move a face muscle. With Eli she’d have put a finger under one eye and pulled the skin down. Who are you trying to kid, sunshine? New? The house sign was rotting.

‘Belonged to a stranger, not a man o’ the marsh. Never took a fancy to what it was called, so he changed the name.’

We were on to local history now! Some bonzo country gaffer living in the past.

‘You look round here.’ The old man walked to the side of the long house.

For a flash Sophia wondered if he’d disappear if she blinked, go as suddenly as he’d come. Please! But he seemed harmless enough and she followed on after him – well, if he disappeared, perhaps she would, too: and that’d be a result! Pop up in the Tottenham High Road.

‘Judge the frame o’ that door.’ He twisted his body over and squinted at the building as if he could get any shorter than he was, looking at it. ‘Low, ain’t it, no regular size?’

Sophia looked at the side door. It was certainly small, and at an angle. The rest of the house had tall windows and a wide front door. Inside, the rooms were high ceilinged downstairs, a bit smaller up – but nothing she’d seen was as squat as this old slanting door.

‘Ships’ timbers they used, this end of the house. The original house.’

‘Did they?’ She could be polite, when she wanted.

‘Old men o’ war, hearts of oak. Built their houses wi’ any broken up bits of ship they could get their hands on.’
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