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Author’s Note


Though set during certain factual events of 1985–1987, Red Menace is a work of fiction. Where possible, and in the context of a work of fiction, I have used the recorded words of real-life figures, in some instances weaving these into my own dialogues, though the interactions and situations these figures share with my characters are imagined. Acknowledgements follow the main text and include a comprehensive bibliography of all sources consulted and notes referencing all quoted material.


The Acknowledgements itemise instances where fact and fiction meet, what happened and what I have imagined; I provide information as to which is which – as far as that is possible in the context of a work of fiction – as well as where further information can be found. A guiding principle: the scenes in which real-life figures appear are fictionalised versions of real-life events, or fictional situations created to deliver factual information based on their testimony and footage. Where fictional characters appear in scenes set at recognisably historical events, these are fictionalised and used fictitiously. The police officers in the novel and their actions are entirely fictional. Whilst the bands, the music and the magazines in the text are real, my characters Suzi and Keith are fictional and therefore the portrayal of their work and their interactions with those real people and groups is wholly imagined. There was also no Jon Davies character in real life nor any Merv Michaels, nor anyone holding the roles those two characters have. Compliance Ltd, Excalibur Financial Solutions and the haulage company East London Logistics are invented companies, and whilst the LDDG is based on the LDDC, all of the interactions and behaviours of the fictional companies are invented by me and do not reflect any real-life actions or property transactions. In real life, Ron Bishop’s role in the Docklands regeneration was carried out by Reg Ward, who did none of the things Ron does and is widely credited with the success of the real-life Docklands regeneration. Other principal and minor characters and their associates are fictional or used fictitiously.


Throughout the text, factual quotations are attributed and referenced in the notes. Quotations from the speeches and writings of well-known and less well-known figures, and from other texts pertaining to them, are a matter of the historical record and also cited in the notes; any conversations or interactions they have with my characters are entirely invented.


This novel is dedicated to the memory of Cynthia Jarrett.









‘We had to fight the enemy without in the Falklands. We always have to be aware of the enemy within, which is much more difficult to fight and more dangerous to liberty’


Mrs Thatcher, speech to the 1922 Committee










The Gift



Christmas Eve 1973, Wapping –


It’s dark out, and cold –


But you’re sitting in a parked car next to the river, the heating’s roaring and it’s prickly hot inside.


‘Have a gander,’ Alf says, gesturing at the water, the wasteland. ‘Drink it in.’


‘Not sure what I’m looking at, Alf.’


‘All this land,’ he declares, ‘it’s no one’s.’


‘Property is theft,’ you suggest. ‘All that?’


Alf laughs. ‘Good one.’ He grins. ‘Anyway, it’s land, not property,’ he says, ‘and with land, it ain’t theft if you just take it.’


‘Not sure I follow your logic there, Alf.’ ‘Adverse possession.’


‘I don’t know what adverse possession is, Alf.’


‘You will.’


Alf points with one hand then points with the other hand. ‘Tower Bridge. Greenwich.’ He brings his hands together. ‘Ours, now.’


‘Once upon a time in the east,’ you say.


Alf approves of that, nods. ‘This is your patch.’ He starts the engine. ‘Happy Christmas.’


Wapping, you think: it’s got a ring to it.










The Gab



Late June, 1985, Stoke Newington, Hackney –


Parker examines Trevor and says – ‘Tell me what happened.’


Trevor’s pulling hard on a cigarette, jittery. Black eyes and broken nose –


‘I was down The Line like I am a lot, you know,’ Trevor says. ‘I go down the Roots Pool Community Centre, you know that, play dominoes, have a drink, see people. Anyway, I was sitting on a wall on Sandringham Road, talking to a couple of friends.’


‘They can vouch for this, can they, these friends?’


Trevor nods. He blows smoke through his broken nose. ‘A dirty white hire van comes screeching to a stop and a handful of them pile out, Regional Crime Squad, easy to spot, leather jackets, jeans and trainers.’


‘And they go straight for you, do they?’


Trevor nods. He grinds his cigarette out between thumb and forefinger, flicks it into the road –


‘They take me by my arms and drag me into the back of the van and they take off all my clothes.’


‘They mention your name at all, did they?’


Trevor shakes his head. ‘They put a blanket over my head and pushed me into the nick and when I asked them why me they said someone had tipped them off that I was selling drugs.’


‘Then what?’


‘I told them I don’t sell drugs and after a few hours they gave me back my clothes and told me I could go.’


‘What did they say exactly?’


Trevor thinks about this. ‘You can go, but we’re going to get you.’ ‘We’re going to get you?’


Trevor nods. ‘That’s what they said.’


‘And you didn’t recognise any of them?’


‘New faces, all.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘You remember who was there before, yeah?’


Parker nods. ‘Course I do.’


‘Well, so do I.’


‘Fair point,’ Parker concedes.


Parker offers Trevor another cigarette, lights it for him, gestures at his nose, his eyes –


‘Do that, did they?’


Trevor makes a face. ‘What do you think?’


‘And since?’


Trevor shakes his head. ‘Nothing.’


Parker nods, considers what Trevor’s told him. ‘This might be a good result, all told.’


Trevor laughs, incredulous. ‘A good result?’ Trevor indicates his nose, his eyes – ‘How is this a good result?’


Parker smiles. ‘Trust me, son. You’ll see.’









Part One


Dancing in the street


July 1985









1


Pigs


13 July 1985, Live Aid Benefit Concert


Suzi Scialfa skipping up the steps on Wembley Way, helicopters buzzing, stalls setting up knick-knacks and flags flanking the tight corridor to the stadium, the sun fattening, the tower blocks shimmering, the smell of coffee and bacon –


Live Aid.


She fingers the pass she’s got under her shirt. It’s early, very early, but she’s here on assignment and she wants to get the full flavour of the day. Her camera bag hangs casual off her shoulder; her boots click.


Besides, she’s been told by some PR chancer that if she’s not in by six thirty with her ‘laminate’, she might as well forget it, that’s how busy it’s going to be.


‘Noel Edmonds is sorting the helicopters,’ he laughed on the phone a few days before. ‘Biggest airlift since the Falklands.’


Suzi raised her eyebrows at that.


‘Elton and Spandau in their fatigues, giving it the conquering heroes.’


Suzi waited –


‘I don’t know if your mob will be on one, but if you can have a word with Weller, they’ll need to be up early, all right?’


So just past six and Suzi’s at the backstage entrance flashing her laminate, flashing a smile, inside now, circling the cavernous hallways, equipment piled up, black cases stacked, lighting rigs with blokes halfway up adjusting, fiddling, not a lot of noise, the odd clang of a spanner, the occasional shout, and she’s round and following the signs to the artists’ area, and it’s empty but for a few caterers setting a breakfast table with coffee and tea and bacon sandwiches –


‘You want one, love?’


Suzi nods, smiles, thanks the old dear, adds a spoonful of sugar to her tea, finds a plastic chair and a plastic table, opens her bag and pulls out her notebook, checks her watch, thinks – Keith will be here in about an hour with her mob:


The Style Council.


They’ve been part of it for a while already, The Style Council, even abroad with them, not too long ago.


She smiles now at how that all came about.


‘We are not going to bloody Poland, Keith,’ she’d laughed.


‘We bloody are!’ Keith insisted. ‘Weller’s asked for us personally.’


‘To go to Poland?’


Keith’s head in the fridge.


‘They’re shooting the video there for the new single. Socialism, love.’


‘I know about Poland, Keith.’


Keith, triumphant, holding aloft two cans of lager. ‘Well then.’


‘I don’t know if I want to go to Poland with The Style Council is my point.’


‘It’s a great song,’ Keith added solemnly.


‘I don’t doubt it.’


‘Come on, Suze, imagine – the Iron Curtain.’


Suzi sighed.


‘It’s a statement. Don’t you want to be involved?’


On his hands and knees then, Keith crawled with the lagers towards the kitchen table where Suzi sat.


She smiled. ‘You wally.’


Keith opened the cans, handed her one. ‘Let’s drink to it.’


‘We’ll see,’ Suzi said. ‘But I’m not promising anything.’


Keith grinned. ‘You’re a heartbreaker, girl.’


‘I know exactly what I am,’ Suzi winked.


And here she is, again –


Live Aid.


*


Parker’s propped up in bed with a cup of tea and a spliff, his new bird Carolyn cooking them breakfast in her knickers, singing along to his favourite Ann Peebles LP Straight From the Heart about how she’s ninety-nine pounds of goodness, of soul, and he smiles and yells –


‘Get in here, brown sugar!’


And she appears in the doorway, a plastic Lea & Perrins apron loose from her neck, a wooden spoon in her hand and she says –


‘Like a black girl should.’


Parker laughs. ‘Jagger’s not on for ages, darling.’


He turns on the portable in the bedroom and there’s some bequiffed ponce in braces and T-shirt interviewing Paul Young.


He yells, ‘This new telly your mate sorted is perfect.’


‘I’ll tell him!’


Parker sips his tea, has a toke. Yeah, perfect, he thinks.


Apparently, this geezer Rodney, he’s been flogging them for weeks, specially to watch the big concert in bed.


Ann Peebles quietens down, and Parker’s breakfast appears.


‘Lose the apron, gorgeous,’ he instructs.


He’s handed a tray, and Carolyn climbs in after it, lifts a piece of toast –


‘What’s all this?’


She grins. ‘You share your bed, you share your breakfast, big boy.’


‘To be fair,’ Parker says, ‘there’s a lot of it.’


He forks sausage, dips toast in beans.


Carolyn nods at the TV set. ‘Who’s this?’


‘Paul Young.’


‘Who’s Paul Young?’


‘It’s a good question,’ Parker says. ‘I’m not convinced Paul Young himself really knows who Paul Young is.’


‘You’re funny.’


Parker grinning: ‘I’m here all week.’


They eat, her legs warm on his, her skin soft, a prelude, he’s thinking, he’s thinking all morning in bed watching telly –


He’s also thinking about the meeting he had the day before, with his runner, Noble.


Parker looking on as Detective Constable Patrick Noble read the transcript of Parker’s most recent conversation with Trevor from a week or so before.


They’ve been using Trevor for a couple of years now, since Noble got those photos of him muling drugs and cash for DCs Rice and Cole at Stoke Newington nick, and Parker – Trevor’s mate, or so Trevor thought – laid out to Trevor quite what was what and that Trevor was now working for them.


Trevor’s situation was simple: Rice and Cole picked him up on a stop-and-search, took him in, left him in a cell for a few hours, threatened him with possession and intent, then showed him two bags, one big, one small.


Trevor told them he didn’t deal drugs.


They told him that if he wanted to pursue that line of defence, they’d put the bigger bag on him.


And if Trevor could be a little more cooperative, then they’ll make the little bag go away and Trevor will work for them.


And if Trevor didn’t fancy that, they’d put another bag on his little sister and get her working one of their other lines.


Trevor’s been treading pretty carefully last couple of years, so what Parker tells Noble happened to him is a bit of a surprise.


Noble jabbing at the bottom of the page –


‘You can go now, but we’re going to get you.’


Noble adding, ‘Those exact words don’t half ring a bell.’


Parker nodded. Colin Roach. Death by shotgun wound in the foyer of Stoke Newington nick –


Noble said, ‘So Rice and Cole have been moved on? He didn’t know any of these faces?’


Parker shook his head. ‘No one he recognised, and no one recognised him.’


Noble nodding. ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’


Parker personally reckons it’s a merry-go-round to protect the firm within a firm – in other words, you don’t stay too long in one place, and nothing sticks.


There’s a word for what Parker is now: spycop.


And sometimes it’s difficult to know if he’s spying on the cops or the robbers. Noble’s got him chasing about all over the gaff.


Undercover, Special Demonstration Squad, Special Branch – no one but Noble knowing what he does –


Parker reads the annual reports, knows the party line:




The Special Demonstration Squad provides intelligence, unavailable from other sources, concerning groups whose main overt actions are demonstrated, peacefully or otherwise, at street level in pursuance of particular aims or extreme political ideologies.





He’s part of the covert activities inspired, it’s been said – and Parker’s laughed whenever he’s heard this – by the Chinese philosopher Sun Tzu writing in the 4th century BC:




What is called foreknowledge cannot be elicited from spirits nor from Gods, nor by analogy with past events, nor from calculations. It must be obtained from men who know the ‘enemy’ situation.





Noble nodded, no doubt wondering if he could find anything out, said, ‘Keep Trevor sweet, and I’ll get you some context when I can.’


Parker nodded. ‘I think I’ve got another in, guv.’


‘You on the level?’


‘It’s perfect,’ Parker told him. ‘She’s on the committee. It’s a way in.’


‘You be careful, son.’


‘Aren’t I always?’


‘What’s her name?’ ‘Carolyn.’


‘Carolyn?’


‘Like Aretha’s sister.’


‘That what she told you, is it?’ ‘Pure class, guv.’


And she is, Parker thinks, she’s pure class.


Sometimes, he reflects, living a lie ain’t too much trouble at all.


He surveys the scene: the fried breakfast, the classy girlfriend, the cosy portable, the sweet tea –


Where did it all go wrong, eh? He smiles.


*


Fleet Street. The pub empty, must be a first. You nod at the barman and point at one of the pumps.


‘Coming right up.’


You hear the door, and your man comes through it, gestures at a table and sits down.


‘Make it two, will you?’


You hand over a note and take the drinks over.


‘This is a joke, is it, meeting here?’ you ask.


‘He wants to see you.’


‘He as in him.’


Your man nods.


‘And we’re meeting here?’


‘It’s empty. All the hacks are up at Wembley, or at home in bed. No one’s doing nothing else today, mate, you know that.’


‘Drink up,’ you say.


Your man shakes his head. ‘No, you sit tight here, and I’ll give you the nod when he’s ready.’


‘In here?’


‘There’ll be a car, outside.’


Your man stands. ‘You sit tight, all right?’


You nod. You go back to the bar. The TV is on. You wave your glass for another.


‘It’s just starting now.’ The barman points at the screen. ‘Here we go.’


You lean on the bar and study the picture and you hear the words:


IT’S TWELVE NOON IN LONDON, SEVEN A.M. IN PHILADELPHIA, AND AROUND THE WORLD IT’S TIME FOR LIVE AID.


You take your pint. Walking away you say, ‘Turn it down, will you.’


*


Jon Davies pushes a heaving shopping trolley across the small car park in the Safeway at Stamford Hill. His boy, Joe, dragging his feet alongside, eight years old in a few months, dressed in full West Ham away kit, socks pulled up, nose deep in his copy of Shoot!. Jon’s daughter, Lizzie, not far off her second birthday, sitting in the trolley’s kids’ seat and saying something about the trees and the birds, and Jon thinking –


There aren’t any here.


Jon loads the boot with the shopping, encourages the boy to get in.


He wrestles his little girl into her car seat as she hums and sings, the clip’s stuck, always bloody stuck, never quite long enough, or she’s never quite small enough, and then the click and the relief, and the boy’s in, and Jon breathes out, slowly, opens the driver’s door and puts on the radio and –


IT’S TWELVE NOON IN LONDON, SEVEN A.M. IN PHILADELPHIA, AND AROUND THE WORLD IT’S TIME FOR LIVE AID.


‘If we’re quick,’ he tells the boy, ‘you won’t miss Status Quo.’


‘Dad.’ The boy shaking his head.


Jon smiles. Good lad.


*


Suzi snapping backstage.


Paul Young sitting in a cabin, receiving guests. Paula Yates fluttering about, beautiful, looking wry as Phil Collins asks Paul Young to sign something for his kids.


Phil Collins is going, ‘One to Simon saying something like your dad’s great.’


Laughing, Paula Yates says, ‘I love all these instructions.’


‘To Simon,’ Phil Collins repeats, ‘anything you want.’


Paul Young gets a pen out.


Phil saying, ‘Can you sign my trousers?’ and laughing, on his heels, awkward.


Paul Young in a Byron shirt, billowing cuffs and a V-neck almost at his belly button.


‘How old are they now?’


‘He’s eight and she’s twelve.’ Phil handing Paul something else to sign. ‘Joely.’ Phil scratching his head, fiddling with his hair. ‘J-O-E-L-Y.’


Someone pointing a camera at the pair of them, filming. Suzi stands back.


‘What’s this then?’ Paul Young asks.


The pair of them pose. Phil Collins says, ‘This is happiness backstage.’


Raising their eyebrows, mock flirting, winking at the camera.


The Hard Rock Cafe has recreated its London restaurant as a tent, and this is where everyone seems to be. There’s a lot of refreshment, Suzi notes, and it’s not yet eleven o’clock, buckets on the bar filling with cash donations. A brisk trade at the toilet doors.


Suzi feels a warmth on her neck. ‘What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?’


She turns and kisses Keith. ‘Bloody hell, love, you pace yourself, OK?’


‘It’s not my fault.’ Keith grinning. ‘I’ve palled up with the Quo’s sound guy.’


‘Course you have.’


‘They’re on before us, so I have to.’ Keith still grinning, he can barely contain himself. ‘Coordinate,’ he says, cracking up.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘They missed the line-up, you know, Charlie and Di.’


‘Who did?’


‘The Quo.’


Suzi’s laughing too now.


She saw the royal couple shaking hands with the haircuts and the costumes, the jackets and the trousers, the cigarettes and the deference, in an orderly queue, Brian May towering above, a pale blue suit and bird’s nest hair –


‘They wanted to go,’ Keith says, ‘but Francis has to get through his warm-up, his scales, his breathing, tunings and whatnot. They’re on at twelve, so there wasn’t time.’


Keith now red and bent double.


‘Punchline, love, come on.’


‘Well, let’s just say this.’ Keith’s tapping his nose. ‘They’re all definitely feeding the world today, if you know what I mean. It’s a white one, Suze, snow all over the gaff. Do they know it’s Christmas?’


‘It looks like you know.’


Keith nodding, seriously. ‘A man’s got to do, love.’


‘Well, take it easy.’ Tapping her watch. ‘Don’t let Weller catch you.’


Keith nodding, leaning in, conspiratorial. ‘Everyone’s wired, Suze,’ he says. ‘Nervous as anything. Weller’s jittery as fuck.’ He pauses. ‘You know who’s not nervous?’


‘Francis Rossi.’


‘Yeah!’ Keith delighted. ‘The Quo don’t give a fuck, they’re cool as you like. Honestly, love, they are the only ones who aren’t nervous.’


Suzi laughs. She looks at her watch. ‘What time are you on?’


‘Twelve nineteen.’ He sniffs. ‘They’re saying they don’t care what time you go on, but you go off when you bloody should. They’ll pull the plug.’


‘I’ll be there, love, you know I will.’


Keith smiles. He takes a step back from Suzi and windmills an arm, ushering Nik Kershaw past, who smiles and winks. The fake pot plants are sweating in the heat, no breeze, lots of big shirts sticking to skinny bodies.


‘Look around,’ Keith offers. ‘It’s like punk never happened. It’s all very cordial. Even George is being nice.’


‘That’s a turn-up,’ Suzi says.


‘Yeah –’ Keith laughing again – ‘he said to Weller, “Don’t be a wanker all your life, have a day off.”’


‘I love you,’ Suzi says. ‘Now be good.’


Keith bouncing away; Suzi snapping.


*


Parker pops out to get the papers.


‘Blink of an eye!’ he shouts as he leaves, Carolyn soaking in a fragrant bath, radio tuned to the build-up –


He’s into his preferred newsagent on Stoke Newington Church Street in moments.


‘All right, Sanjay?’ He addresses the proprietor from the entrance. ‘How’s tricks?’


‘Can’t complain!’


‘These prices, mate.’ Parker grins. ‘You bloody can’t.’


He selects a tabloid and a broadsheet.


At the counter, Sanjay hands him his usual – rolling tobacco and Rizla paper.


Parker hands Sanjay a tenner. Sanjay hands Parker a fistful of coins.


The radio’s on, quietly, and Parker nods at it. ‘Cricket?’


‘Of course!’


‘Good man,’ Parker says. ‘Gower’s a hero.’


Outside, he walks towards Clissold Park for a hundred yards or so and enters a phone box. He feeds ten-pence pieces and dials Detective Constable Noble’s home number for their daily briefing.


‘Hello?’


‘All right, Lea, darling?’ Parker says. ‘Your fella about, is he?’


Parker listens as Lea yells for Noble.


She doesn’t know what their relationship is; far as she’s concerned Parker is an irritant to her domestic bliss and a bad influence on her newly domesticated life partner.


Noble says, ‘All right, son?’


‘Yes, guv. You?’


‘Can’t complain.’


‘It’s a popular sentiment.’


‘Listen, nothing new?’


‘Nothing.’


Noble clears his throat. ‘I’ve got something on what we talked about last time, all right?’


‘You mean young Trevor’s predicament?’


‘I do. The new faces at Stoke Newington you mentioned. Trevor’s right for once. Rice and Cole have been moved on, and there’s a whole gang of debutants in situ.’


‘Right. Makes sense.’


‘Hard to know why exactly, but it seems there were a few rumours and misgivings about the integrity of the unit doing the rounds and the simplest way of kyboshing them was a change of personnel.’


Parker thinks: exactly what I said.


He says, ‘What about Williams?’


DI Williams who headed up Stoke Newington but no word for a while. Before that, worked with Noble back in the late seventies on the Race Crime Initiative –


‘Unclear,’ Noble says. ‘You might want to look into that. Or not.’


Parker nods. ‘Anything else?’


‘Take the day off, enjoy the music.’


‘What a line manager.’


‘One thing though,’ Noble says. ‘Wapping.’


‘Wapping?’


‘Keep your ears open.’


Parker nods. ‘This part of the official job description?’


‘Nah, the other one.’


‘Right,’ Parker says. ‘Will do. Wapping. Can’t give me any more than that?’


‘It’s all I got.’


‘Little way from the manor, isn’t it?’


Noble breathes. ‘That, son, is the point.’


‘Got it. You got the telly on then?’


Noble laughs. ‘It’s a bit different to Victoria Park.’


Meaning Rock Against Racism, 1978 and all that, Parker knows all about Noble’s little counterculture dalliance –


He was there himself, just a big kid –


Parker smiles. ‘Have a good one.’


Back down to Church Street and he considers all this.


Parker has been treading a very fine line for a few years now.


Officially, he’s a spycop, part of the Special Demonstration Squad, headed up by ‘Old Bill’ Stewart and run by Noble who’s got himself a cushy number as a team of one reporting only to Chief Inspector Young.


Parker is, officially, aggressively infiltrating activist groups in Hackney, including the Roach Family Support Committee, which he has been a part of since 1983, the year Colin Roach died in the foyer of Stoke Newington police station and it was called suicide when it appeared plain as day that it was not.


Officially, Parker’s job is to provide information on activities pertaining to the RFSC – and any other activist groups in the area.


Unofficially, Parker is on the sniff for anything dodgy out of Stoke Newington nick. And now there’s been an all change, it might well be back to square one.


Noble’s been building a case against Stoke Newington for a couple of years now, but the timing’s never quite right. And Parker doesn’t know if anyone’s listening, Noble keeps that part to himself – for Parker’s own good, so he says – but it does mean Parker can’t do much except what he’s told.


He’s been involved with some low-level dealers, helped out here and there, facilitated, not quite crossing any irrevocable lines –


Trevor, of course, but really, Parker’s only been steering him, not getting involved per se –


That’s the detail: don’t do too much. Deniability.


This new thing that’s happened to Trevor does feel like a step up, an intensification of what they’re doing in Stoke Newington.


Parker wonders what the best move is, Trevor-wise. If they’re scooping up people off the streets and fitting them up in the station, it suggests to Parker that it might be about arrest numbers, showing the world they’re doing their jobs, massaging the figures and whatnot, simple stuff.


Which, Parker thinks, means they’re colluding with the actual dealers, or, to use a phrase, robbing Peter to pay Paul, or, more succinct: you don’t nick your business partner.


Either way, he wonders about young Trevor, wonders what his responsibility to him, or anyone else, really is –


As he jumps the stairs back up to his front door, he also wonders if Wapping, whatever it is, might speed things along a bit, and it’s about time.


Truth is, this lovely new bird of his is pure neighbourhood, friends and family all over the shop, and this is not unhelpful for either of his roles, in an official, or otherwise, capacity.


Though it doesn’t stop him thinking:


Hang about, I really like this one.


He turns his key, pushes open the door and hears:


IT’S TWELVE NOON IN LONDON, SEVEN A.M. IN PHILADELPHIA, AND AROUND THE WORLD IT’S TIME FOR LIVE AID.


Carolyn perched on the sofa in dressing gown and head towel, rubbing cream into legs stretched out on the coffee table.


Parker drops the papers down next to her.


She hands him a freshly poured glass of lager.


Parker nods at the telly. ‘I didn’t know you liked Status Quo.’


*


The pub isn’t any busier since your man left –


And no sign of him coming back any time soon.


You pick up a newspaper that’s been left on the bar, study the cricket reports.


Halfway through the third test at Trent Bridge. England with a very decent first innings score. Gooch got a few, then Gower made a magnificent 166. Australia have started well, and the pitch looks sound, so you think, a draw then, and not a great deal of point putting any money on it.


You admire David Gower. Elegant, makes it all look so easy, that thing about time, about how the best players of any sport have a bit more of it.


You signal the barman; he pours another.


He brings it over to the table, shrugging. ‘It’s not as if there’s anyone else here to serve.’


Like David Gower, you’ve got a bit more time yourself.


Status Quo droning on and on about some Caroline.


You shake your head, focus on your tabloid –


On this day, you read, in 1881, Pat Garrett shoots Billy the Kid.


On this day, in 1960, the US Democratic Party nominates John F. Kennedy for presidential candidate.


In 1967, on this day, twenty-seven people die in the Newark race riots.


In 1935, Emperor Haile Selassie rejects the claim that Abyssinia falls under the Italian sphere of influence.


Twenty years later, on this day, 13 July, Ruth Ellis is the last woman in England to be executed.


Full of interesting facts, your tabloid.


You look out at Fleet Street in the sun and think:


How many of these facts were written in this very saloon bar?


You fold the paper, return it. One thing he won’t need, is another tabloid.


*


Mildenhall Road, Lower Clapton.


Jackie’s in the front garden nattering with next door when Jon and the kids pile out of the car.


Jackie shooing the kids through the door and down the stairs –


Jon, weighed down with shopping bags, smiling at Mrs Singh, kissing Jackie, saying, ‘You got the telly on today, Mrs Singh?’


‘We’ve got them all on, Jon,’ she laughs. ‘All three of them!’


She throws her hands in the air as if to say, Jon thinks, we’re all doing our bit.


Jackie smiles. ‘It’s all ready for you, love.’


‘Great.’


‘You better get a wriggle on, Jon, that group you like are next.’


Jon lifts the shopping bags and shrugs at Mrs Singh. ‘See you out the back later, then.’


‘Save me a sausage,’ Mrs Singh replies, laughing.


Jon’s in the door and down the stairs and into the kitchen and he hears Status Quo on the portable TV that is propped in the window, screen facing out into the garden, where Jon’s children now stand and gawp.


He dumps the bags on their – fairly new – round white dining table, pulls charcoal from one of them, opens the freezer, removes a can of – now very cold – Special Brew, pops the tab, pours a significant measure into a small glass and goes, Ahh.


Outside, on the small patch of grass that is circled by concrete, a rusty barbecue awaits Jon’s expertise.


‘Give me a hand, would you, son?’


The boy’s hand is rummaging in a large bag of crisps, and he is, Jon notes, transfixed by Status Quo.


‘Never mind,’ Jon says.


He pours the charcoal into the drum, he squirts some sort of fluid all over it, fluid recommended by the man in Safeway – ‘Idiot-proof,’ the man told Jon, nodding at the boy. ‘A child could manage it.’ – and he drops a lit match.


It catches and takes, there are flames and smoke, and he’s got fifteen minutes or so now for the charcoal to grey and the embers to settle.


He polishes off his measure of Special Brew, pours himself another, and he lowers himself onto his deckchair just as Paul Weller bounces on to the stage in red sweatshirt and white trousers, and the boy punches Jon’s shoulder and goes, ‘Yes, Dad!’


Jon grins.


The weekend before, Jon and his son cycled across Millfields Park and then down the canal towards Hackney Wick.


Football matches on the marshes to the left, graffiti on the towpath, wasteland and abandoned barges, rubbish thickening the scum on the water, bubbling, foaming like a foul casserole, shapes in the darkness under the bridges scurrying about, past the turning to Victoria Park, and down past Stratford, alongside the A12, under the Bow Road round-about on the High Street, right onto Limehouse Cut and down towards the Basin, narrow path and tower blocks, wheels crunching through the gravel, youngsters sprawled on the banks, the air thick with smoke, walkers in determined poses, knapsacks and boots, and they reached the Basin, and they stopped, and Jon pointed east.


‘Look over there,’ he told his son.


‘I can’t see anything, Dad. There’s nothing there.’


He was right, of course, there isn’t really anything there.


Jon could see the buildings at Greenwich, the park stretching up and south. Jon realised the Thames Barrier wasn’t much further along – they went to have a peer at it only the summer before. Jon, scanning west-east, located Wapping, Heron Quays, Surrey Quays, the Isle of Dogs and Millwall dock – but he knows they’re there, is the point, and he knows what’s come of them.


And what’s next.


‘There soon will be.’


‘What do you mean, Dad?’


‘What can you see? Look carefully.’


‘A lot of space. A lot of concrete. Some cranes?’ Jon smiled.


‘So they’re building something?’


‘They’re going to.’


‘It’s a bit ugly, isn’t it?’


Jon laughed. ‘Your grandad wouldn’t like to hear that, son.’


‘Why not?’


‘He worked not far away, most of his life, his dad too.’


‘Grandad Ray?’


Jon nodded. Jackie’s old man.


You always know when someone’s worked on the docks their whole life, Jon thought, it’s obvious.


They bloody tell you.


‘Why are you showing me this, Dad?’


Jon considered the question. ‘One day, you’ll remember this place as it is now, and you’ll see it as it will be, and you’ll think, crikey, that’s changed.’


The boy nodded, unconvinced.


‘Your grandad Ray and his dad – and his dad, more than likely – all made their living working the docks, but it all fell apart a few years ago and it’s not a job you can do anymore.’


‘Why not?’


‘There are machines, son, great big shipping containers.’


‘Doesn’t that mean you’d need more men?’


Jon laughed, kicked his pedal into place. ‘Come on, let’s do the circle.’ He pointed down another tributary out the Basin. ‘That’ll take us right up to Victoria Park. I’ll get you an ice cream.’


‘Race you, Dad!’


And the boy was off.


The real reason they were there is Jon’s latest work project:


The London Docklands Development Group and the changes to the lives of the people of Tower Hamlets, Newham and Hackney that will occur as the area is regenerated.


A call for a borough solicitor from one of several councils, and Jon seconded out to Tower Hamlets on account of his faultless handling of the National Front planning dispute in Hackney, which began in 1978 and was resolved in 1980.


Jon’s job, ostensibly, is to protect council residents’ interests, to work with the LDDG and ensure that the development as a whole – and planning applications more specifically – are transparent and have a social benefit for the long-term council residents –


As he watched his son weaving and bobbing ahead, through Mile End and back up to Bow, he thought about his brief, which in summary amounts to:


Monitor the London Docklands Development Group and directly and indirectly associated land and property investment in Hackney, Tower Hamlets and Newham.


To ensure fair practice.


It’s a big lot of nothing, of nowhere, he thought, scanning the wasteland, the empty basins, the dried-up canals, the rotting warehouses, the docks –


A big lot of nothing now, the docks.


Regardless of all this, the Victoria Park ice creams were a lovely result.


Now, The Style Council on the telly, the boy resting his arm on Jon’s shoulder, Jon Special Brew-buzzing, and Monday morning – his first day in this new legal team – feels a very long way away indeed.


Jackie through the kitchen and out the back door, wafting at her nose, pointing at the barbecue.


‘That under control?’


Jon indicates the screen, mouths the words to the song: ‘You’re the best thing ever happened to me.’


Jackie shaking her head, smiling.


‘Dad,’ says the boy.


‘Fair point,’ Jon smiles.


*


Keith singing along to Weller and Dee, winking at Suzi standing to the right of the sound desk, stage left: ‘You’re the best thing ever happened to me.’


Doing all the gestures, giving her the eye, mooning.


She’s loving it.


Dee looks amazing in her white top and white trousers, black belt and white headband.


The sunglasses, cool as anything, and only wearing them as she was so nervous, she botched her make-up.


‘I threw up a minute ago,’ she laughed, Suzi trying to keep Dee’s head still and concentrate with the eyeliner, up the ramp to the stage. ‘When Quo came off, Geldof told them they’d just played to two billion people. Rossi said, “I’m glad you didn’t tell me that before.” That’s when I threw up.’


Suzi’s not sure about Mick Talbot’s boating jacket. Aside from the Henley regatta look, it’s bloody roasting hot up there.


A sea of faces, sweating in the sun, it’s the only way she can describe it; pink and white skin, melting.


She edges closer and snaps:


Weller’s back – sharp red top, white trousers, tight hair – out into the crowd and up into the seats, up, up –


Just framing a helicopter’s descent.


The song’s going well, it sounds great, and though it might not be the most obvious opening number, the crowd that Suzi can see are swaying and smiling, doing that seaweed-in-the-stream, eyes-closed lovers’ dance –


It’s fair to say that Paul Weller has changed Suzi and Keith’s lives.


Keith’s regular gig, Suzi as unofficial band journalist and photographer to go alongside her staff job at The Face.


Respectable, they are now.


After her dad passed away, at the end of 1983, she did what she promised him she’d do with her inheritance:


Bought them a flat.


A flat in the Leopold Buildings on Columbia Road.


Keith likes the style and the facade:


‘Historic tenement chic, love,’ he said. ‘Good old Maggie.’


‘If you have been a council tenant for at least three years,’ Mrs Thatcher told the country in 1980, ‘you will have the right, by law, to buy your house.’


Of course, she and Keith hadn’t lived there three weeks, but it didn’t impede the sale.


‘We’re in danger of becoming yuppies,’ Keith is wont to remark.


It’s a change from Stoke Newington; they’re not in Hackney anymore, technically, but Tower Hamlets, with its forbidding association with the docks and its flirtatious proximity with the unsavoury City of London –


The song goes on, Paul Weller teasing out that lovely guitar line, Dee dancing, harmonising: she does the heavy vocal lifting live, Keith always says. Suzi can see why: she’s talented.


Camelle Hinds playing bass with his shirt unbuttoned and flapping about, which, tacky as it looks, is sensible given the heat.


The security team in front of the stage spraying the audience with water. The audience, cheering, signalling for more.


Gary Wallis shaking and tapping congas and tambourines. He’s wearing, Suzi notes, a pair of shorts that don’t look much roomier than Speedos. White socks pulled up; pastel squares above white on his high-buttoned polo shirt –


What Paul Weller has done for Suzi, too, is show her how to channel activism, make music political. The video for ‘Shout to the Top’ all about the miners’ strike.


The packaging of the single. A photo of Stacey Smith, Paul Young’s model girlfriend, on the front, and on the back:




NO! TO ABOLITION OF THE GLC & THE LOCAL COUNCILS


YES! TO THE THRILL OF THE ROMP


YES! TO THE BENGALI WORKERS ASSOCIATION


YES! TO A NUCLEAR-FREE WORLD


YES! TO ALL INVOLVED IN ANIMAL RIGHTS


YES! TO FANZINES


YES! TO BELIEF





Suzi feels engaged and involved, active.


It nags at her that she no longer is, at a grassroots level.


Looking at the 72,000 people in front of her, all of them parting with twenty-five quid to be here, she thinks: how many of you could have helped the Roach Family Support Committee?


And then: the guilt that she stopped helping them herself.


How many of the bands backstage would have played a benefit for Colin Roach?


No one even bothered finding out.


Suzi snapping –


Paul Weller saying, ‘This shows what can happen when people get together, and this song is dedicated to that spirit,’ and off they go into ‘Internationalists’.


Suzi skirts the stage, aims her lens at the crowd.


Someone waving a solitary red balloon.


Yellow-shirted security keeping up with the water.


Fists in the air, a lot of jumping up and down.


A small island of photographers who don’t have the right laminate.


Coming off the crowd: a white heat.


A couple of Union Jack flags, TV monitors, and the main sound desk halfway back, in what looks like a bunker –


The turning point, Suzi thinks, was Poland, that was when they became an integral part of the Councillors.


There to shoot the video for ‘Walls Come Tumbling Down!’


The alcoholism they saw there was terrifying. Everyone drank anything they could.


In the hotel at breakfast, Steve White told her, ‘They might have cornflakes and milk but no sugar. Then the next morning, there’ll be milk and sugar but no cornflakes. Something is missing all the time.’


It was supposed to be about socialism, but there were troops on the street.


Back home, Paul Weller told Suzi: ‘People always hold up the Eastern Bloc as examples that socialism doesn’t work, but it wasn’t socialism, so that argument is redundant. Socialism doesn’t mean everyone should have nothing, it means everyone should have something.’


A very good video, though.


Miming on stage in a club playing to grim-faced working men, frolicking about on trams, adverts for communist factory production cars, statues of soldiers, the Councillors in their long European coats and their haircuts, a full-colour contrast –


And now, on the hottest day of the year, playing the song at the biggest concert in history.


Steve White on the drums, in shorts and white, high-buttoned polo shirt, tongue hanging out, grinning wildly.


‘“Walls Come Tumbling Down!” has that unashamed message of optimism,’ Steve White told Suzi in an interview for a feature in The Face. ‘Unity is powerful. I thought, “Yes!” When we did the demo, Paul said, “It’s got to be a balls-out soul tune. I want it to be very on-beat like a Motown thing. When you do the drum fills, think of Keith Moon.”’


Suzi smiles, her Keith waves, taps his watch –


Suzi thinking about something Bob Geldof said: ‘If I have a choice between Steel Pulse or Wham! on this show, I’ll take Wham!’


*


Parker and Carolyn saunter to Clissold Park, arm in arm, nice little buzz going, passing a can of cold lager back and forth, listening to the concert through the open windows of every car and every home they pass –


Loved up.


‘This “Global Jukebox” they’re all on about,’ Carolyn says, ‘not exactly very global, is it?’


There’s a white heat hanging above the cars, throbbing above the street, spreading through the estates –


‘I was there in Victoria Park, nineteen seventy-eight,’ Parker says. ‘Those Rock Against Racism blokes might have been smug, earnest cunts, but they had one thing right.’


Carolyn smiling, Parker notes, as they pass the fire station, dead leaves rolling on the concrete, browning in the sun, cracking –


‘And that was?’


‘Every gig they did, it was a black band that headlined, that went on last.’


‘I know what headlined means.’


‘Top of the bill, too, I mean.’ Parker stops. He’s grinning. ‘On the posters and whatnot. Everyone remembers The Clash headlining Victoria Park. But Steel Pulse went on after them.’


‘I wasn’t there.’


‘A lot of people who were there weren’t there, darling, if you get my drift.’


She takes his hand, nudges her fingers between his. He lets her. With his thumb, he teases the gold ring she wears, the soft flesh of her palm –


‘Steel Pulse in their outfits doing “Ku Klux Klan”. That was something.’


‘I’d have thought you’d be sniffing glue at the back.’


‘Charming,’ Parker laughs. ‘Point is, a black band on last in principle, that’s activism in its own way. There’s a message in that.’ Parker points at an open window, The Style Council falling out of it. ‘What’s the message in this?’


‘White Jesus.’


Parker swoons, laughs. ‘Good one.’


They pass the library, the town hall, reach the edge of the park.


The sound of tennis balls being hit, kids tearing about the place, dogs yapping and growling, chatter and corks, radios echoing –


Carolyn points at the off-licence over the road. ‘I’ll pop in and get something, shall I?’


‘What are they expecting exactly, your family?’


Carolyn smiles, digs Parker in the ribs. ‘White Jesus,’ she says. Parker watches her cross the road and go into the shop.


He follows. He’s smiling as he sits down on the low wall that fringes the churchyard on the corner. In the park, beyond the gates, the tallest trees sway reluctantly.


There’s a lull in the traffic, a quiet.


He can hear birds and splashing, the thud of heavy bass in a slow-moving car. He looks up at the – what’s the word? The spire? The steeple? – up and up, dizzying it is, spiralling up and away from him.


He shuts his eyes –


When he opens them, two teenagers – gawky-looking black lads in wide lapels and flared corduroys, drinking cheap cider from a plastic bottle – are ambling past.


Parker’s giving them a nod and a wink when an unmarked van pulls up alongside.


The back door opens and three white men in leather jackets and jeans, white trainers, jump out.


Regional Crime Squad, Parker thinks. Then he thinks: these lads?


In moments, the plain clothes have them lined up against the wall next to where Parker is sitting.


‘Top of the morning to you all,’ Parker decides.


One of the leather jackets turns. ‘You best fuck off, mate.’


Parker nodding, standing, weighing this up. ‘I think I’m all right here, mate, thanks.’


The two lads shaking, terrified. The leather jackets patting them down –


‘You two ain’t from round here.’


The lads shaking their heads.


‘Where then?’


‘Tottenham,’ one of the boys says.


‘Tottenham where?’


‘The Farm.’ The same boy, shaking, looking down.


The plain clothes laughing, shaking their heads –


‘Course you are.’


Parker calls out, ‘Don’t let their hands anywhere near your pockets, boys.’


‘What did you say?’


Parker smiles. ‘Plant is what I said. Want me to spell it for you?’


First leather jacket steps towards Parker. ‘You’re lucky I don’t nick you for loitering.’


‘I am lucky.’


The other two have, by now, stopped their frisking.


Parker hears, ‘Nothing, guv.’


The black lads shrugging, watching as well.


The hiss of a bus, the rattle of a motorcycle, the whine of a car alarm –


A breeze in the trees, whistling.


Parker puts his face close to the face of this plain-clothes officer of the law.


He speaks, quietly. ‘And who’s your guvnor, son? That fat Welsh bastard Williams still about? Or now Rice and Cole have done one it’s someone new entirely?’


Nothing happens for a moment.


Then: Carolyn’s voice – surprised, panicked – shouting, ‘Shaun!’ and again, ‘Shaun!’


One of the black lads turns, eyes wide –


Parker hears a bottle smash, Carolyn running up the road –


He leans in closer. ‘Leave it, all right? Just jog on.’


In his eyes, Parker notes the plain-clothes officer’s uncertainty, and it’s enough.


‘Easy does it,’ Parker adds, thinking: was it you lot that pulled young Trevor –


Then: the plain clothes back in the van, pulling away, exhaust belching. The black lads laughing, open-mouthed, jostling each other, pointing at Parker.


Carolyn hugging one of the lads, asking him if he’s all right, his face in her hands, asking him, ‘Are you all right, are you all right?’


‘Thanks to him, yeah.’


Parker puts his arm around Carolyn. ‘I think he’s all right.’


Carolyn looks up. ‘You did this? You helped them?’


‘All in a day’s work.’


Then: Carolyn slaps the lad round the back of the head. ‘Pussyhole,’ she says. ‘What have I told you? I ought to beat you.’


‘We didn’t do nothing,’ the lad protests.


‘They didn’t do, darling.’ Parker nods up the road. ‘You know what this lot are like.’


Carolyn’s nodding now, furiously nodding, biting at her nails –


She hits the lad again. ‘You scared me.’ Then to Parker, hand on his arm. ‘Thank you.’


The lad says, ‘You know this hero then, do you?’


Carolyn sighs. ‘This is my cousin, Shaun.’


Parker extends a hand. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, young man.’


Shaun bows, his pal giggling, whooping.


Parker pulls a folded wad of notes from his pocket, hands it to Shaun. ‘Now you take yourself and your mate to the offie and buy whatever it was your lovely cousin dropped as she raced up the road to save you.’


Shaun grins.


Parker taking Carolyn by the hand, walking away –


‘And there’s a bottle of Strongbow on me in that,’ he calls out over his shoulder.


The two lads crack up laughing.


Parker thinking, nobody knows what I’m doing, nobody knows a thing about what I’m doing.


Nobody knows. Nobody knows but Noble and Old Bill Stewart.


Her arm around him, Carolyn says, ‘Fucking pigs.’


‘Yeah,’ Parker says, squeezing her hand. ‘Pigs.’


*


Your contact pops his head round the door of the pub.


‘About time.’ You nod at the telly. ‘I’ve had enough of this long-haired Mick telling the world and his wife how he doesn’t like Mondays.’


‘Free the Wembley One.’


He holds the door and ushers you through.


The street is all bright light and white heat.


‘Hottest day of the year then,’ your man says. ‘Don’t worry, there’s air conditioning in the car, all mod cons.’


You consider Fleet Street. It was never going to last, you think, tight spot like this in central London. And after what her ladyship did to those northern Ernie pickets last year, no way they’re going to keep the chapels running.


Closed-shop union culture is a dead duck.


Fifteen thousand and fifty pounds a year for the clever clogs who write the stories; eighteen thousand for the production worker who runs the presses.


Print halls filled with white males from east London. Males from east London you know very well.


Tony Benn banging on about the miners’ strike being a radicalisation and there’s never been so many socialists about the place.


Her ladyship is clearing that right up: conventional wisdom being that the government needs union consent – she’s turning this on its head.


About bloody time.


Your man points up Chancery Lane and you walk in silence towards High Holborn and the Gray’s Inn Road, where the presses run.


For now.


‘What does he want exactly?’ you ask.


‘To look you in the eye.’


‘And?’


‘He wants to look you in the eye and tell you he loves you.’


‘I’m flattered.’


‘If it wasn’t for the way you’re organising things,’ your man tells you, seriously now, ‘this would never work.’


Thank you very much and here’s your cut.


Which is growing –


‘If he takes me out for a meal,’ you say, ‘he’s paying.’


Your man laughs. Ahead, a black limo.


‘Nearly there.’


*


99 Mildenhall Road, Lower Clapton.


The barbecue is sizzling with Safeway’s finest sausages and burgers. Jon’s doling out lager and white wine, and his guests are pouring it down their throats quicker than Jon can keep up.


‘Very lucky with the weather,’ says Jackie’s cousin, Kate, gulping wine and mopping her brow.


Jon smiles. ‘We could do with a gazebo.’


Kate and her husband live down the road at number 125. ‘The kids are in the cellar, Jon. It’s the only place they can cool off!’


Jon laughs.


‘They’re not in the cellar, Jon!’ Kate says.


‘I know, Kate.’ Jon points. ‘They’re in my kitchen.’


‘They are!’ Kate shaking now with laughter, she is.


‘Have a top-up,’ Jon offers.


‘Well, I’m not driving!’


Mrs Singh leans over the fence and hands Jackie a tray of samosas. Jon hands Mrs Singh a bottle of Guinness. ‘Enjoying the show, Jon?’


‘All for a good cause, Mrs Singh.’


Mrs Singh looks grave for a moment. ‘I understand, Jon.’


Jon smiles, thinks, I didn’t mean that exactly. I’m enjoying the day. Doc and Sandra who run the corner shop on Millfields Road offer Jon a glass of the champagne they’ve brought with them, and Jon says, ‘When in Rome, eh?’, tips it down and hands back the glass.


Doc laughs. ‘It’s your glass, Jon.’


‘Possession is nine-tenths of the law.’


Doc, a handsome, nattily dressed Jamaican, puts his arm around Sandra, his tall, blonde wife. ‘Finders keepers,’ he grins.


Sandra raises an eyebrow and shakes her head.


Jon stumbles past to the television set, pops the sound back on, and Spandau Ballet –


*


Ayeleen. ‘Why’s Tony Hadley wearing a big leather coat, Leenie, on the hottest day of the century, or whatever it is, I’m telling you, he must be sweating buckets.’


I look at Lauren, my best and oldest friend, and think: no one makes me laugh like you do.


The TV is on in my uncle Ahmet’s cafe where I’ve worked weekends and evenings for a few years now. He’s across the road at the old porno cinema he and his business mates have bought to do up into a flash Turkish mosque. It looks great from the outside already, I’ll give him that. It might take a while longer on the inside.


‘I thought you fancied him, Lauren?’


‘It’s what I’m saying, Leen, think about it.’


I smile. The cafe is empty. Not a sausage. Not that we serve sausages anymore. My uncle has turned the place into a sort of cafe-bar, is what he calls it, giving the new arrivals the glitz of the West End at a third of the prices. Welcome to the neighbourhood. ‘This is patter,’ he says. ‘Ayeleen, you’ll learn it. We’re very proud of you.’


Truthfully, he bought a dimmer switch, painted the walls velvet, put up a few mirrors, and filled a fridge with wine and bottles of Turkish lager.


‘I mean, it’s the hair, isn’t it?’ Lauren’s saying. ‘It just looks more natural on Tony Hadley.’


‘Hair in general?’


‘What I’m saying, Leen.’


We’re lying across a banquette, I believe is my uncle’s word for the seating, feet up, doing each other’s nails, looking at Spandau Ballet’s hair.


‘That saxophone player,’ I say, ‘doing the solo. I mean that can’t be natural, can it?’


‘Like a hat it is. Or a parrot. A cockatoo.’


‘You know what they say about you, Lauren?’


She’s laughing. ‘That I like a cockatoo?’


‘Oh, we’re very clever, now, aren’t we?’


‘We are.’


‘What I’m saying, Laur.’


The bell above the door rings and in walks my cousin Mesut.


Lauren explodes in laughter. ‘State of it,’ she’s saying. ‘Look at the state of it.’


Mesut looks genuinely upset. ‘What is it? State of what?’


Lauren looks at me. ‘I think it’s the clothes, don’t you, Leenie?’


‘I think it is.’


‘All of the clothes. You get dressed in the dark this morning, Mesut?’


Mesut blinks. ‘My clothes?’


Lauren points across the room. ‘There’s the mirror. Use it.’


‘I know quite well what it is that I’m wearing, Lauren.’ He turns to the television. ‘I love this one,’ he says. ‘I love it.’


Lauren says, ‘Shall I tell him, Leen, or do you want to?’


Mesut, looking up at Spandau Ballet, says, ‘Tell me what?’


‘Do you think you’re in Spandau Ballet, is that it, Mesut?’


He doesn’t take his eyes off the screen. ‘I was there, Lauren,’ he says, ‘in the early days, that club in Soho. I’m a Blitz Kid.’


Lauren, straight face, and I’m biting my lip.


Thing is, Mesut’s a good cousin, and he’s helped me out before, and it’s because of him that I never have to deal with the weekly handovers that mean we keep our licence.


‘What year is it, Mesut?’


‘Nineteen eighty-five.’


‘Correct. And, Mesut, in nineteen eighty-five, you are how old exactly?’


‘I’m twenty-one, Lauren.’ He turns, looks at her. ‘A man, now.’


‘Well,’ Lauren says, ‘you certainly took your time about it.’


Mesut tuts and turns back to the telly.


‘Spandau Ballet started out playing those Soho clubs when exactly,


Mesut?’


‘A couple of years ago.’


‘It was nineteen seventy-nine, Mesut.’


He shrugs.


‘You used to wear those clothes, did you, when you were there?’


He looks at Lauren. ‘You don’t know anything, Lauren.’


‘When you were fifteen, you wore those clothes out to the Blitz club?’


‘So?’


‘So, Mesut, when you were fifteen, you were playing football in Clissold Park and in bed by nine o’clock!’


‘You don’t know anything, Lauren, all right?’


‘As you’ve previously informed me.’


‘Stop teasing him, eh, Laur. Here.’ I hand Mesut a Turkish lager. ‘Now that you’re a man and everything.’


‘Cheers, Leenie.’


Tony Hadley’s charging about the stage and sweating, crooning ‘True’, Lauren singing along.


The bell goes again, and my uncle appears, grinning.


‘Girls,’ he says. ‘Tell me what you’re doing this afternoon.’


‘Wotcha, Mr Ahmet. How’s the porno palace?’


‘Don’t be cheeky, Lauren.’ He shrugs off his coat, folds it neatly over a chair. ‘I ask again: what are you girls doing this afternoon?’


‘Nothing, Uncle.’


He’s grinning even more now, and I know what that look in his eye means.


‘You’re wrong, Ayeleen.’ He taps his shirt pocket. ‘Come and see what’s in here,’ he says.


‘Creep.’


‘I told you not to be cheeky, Lauren. Come on, Ayeleen.’


‘Good song that,’ Mesut says. ‘Come on, Ayeleen.’


‘Oh my goodness, Mesut, the state of you.’


I go over to my uncle – this is an old routine of his – and just as I reach out my hand, he grabs it and shakes it wildly.


He’s laughing and I’m laughing and then he whips out two tickets and –


‘Are those what I think they are, Uncle?’


He points at the street where there’s a black car parked right in front of the cafe.


‘You girls,’ he says, ‘are on your way to Wembley.’


Lauren’s jaw drops –


‘What?’


Mesut drained of colour –


‘What?’


‘Go on.’ He hands me the tickets. ‘If you leave now, you’ll still see most of it.’


‘But how?’


He’s smiling. ‘Someone owed me a favour. If you hurry up, you’ll not miss much. And you’re taking the car. He’ll be waiting nearby to bring you back.’


We’re shaking and laughing –


‘Be good, girls.’


We’re shrieking and jumping about –


Mesut’s furious.


Uncle looks at him and says, ‘I think you can take that trench coat off now, Mesut.’


*


Suzi circling with her camera. Gary Kemp mopping his brow, talking to Phil Collins –


‘It’s so hot, I mean three numbers, I feel like I’ve done an entire gig. Really, just incredibly hot.’


Phil Collins saying, ‘Yeah, I saw Parfitt and he said it was really hot, it was white, reflective, off the crowd.’


‘Yeah,’ Gary Kemp agrees. ‘The audience is just really hot. They’re all squashed in, sweating.’ Phil laughs at that. ‘Absolutely amazing, you won’t believe it. I didn’t want to go off, you know.’ Pointing at the film crew. ‘You’re not still making this film, are you?’


Phil Collins laughing, ‘Nah.’ He shakes his head, smiles. ‘No.’


Gary Kemp thumbing at the camera. ‘Every time we have a conversation there’s one of these!’


Gary Kemp wanders off.


Phil Collins, asking no one in particular, ‘Where’s the dressing room?’


Status Quo sit on plastic chairs at a plastic table, drinking.


There’s a camera rolling and an interview.


‘How did it feel to be on?’


Francis Rossi leans forward. ‘Eh?’


‘How did it feel to be on?’


Bob Geldof giving him bunny ears behind, grinning.


‘When we were there, great.’ A pause. Quo look wry, Suzi thinks, like they’re not sharing something. Francis Rossi nods. ‘I wanted to stay there.’


Geldof rears up. ‘You can fuck off home now, you’re finished.’


‘No need to swear, Bob!’


That’s Rick Parfitt, Quo rhythm guitarist, billowing pink shirt, shaggy-haired, impish, a plastic tumbler of red wine on the go.


Parfitt, with his thumb, gestures over his shoulder as Bob Geldof retreats. ‘These bloody hippies.’


Suzi spots Elton John in a Cossack hat.


He’s talking to Nils Lofgren, one of Bruce Springsteen’s guitar players. Springsteen’s touring Born in the USA and he left the stage set up at Wembley so that Live Aid could borrow it, Suzi gathers.


That was nice of him.


Not here though, is he, she thinks, The Boss.


Apparently Bob Geldof told Freddie Mercury that ‘the entire stage was built for you, practically. Darling, the world.’


Suzi thinking: I thought the stage was built for Bruce Springsteen.


Elton offering Nils his services as a piano player.


Nils smiling.


A rumour Suzi’s heard is that Gary Kemp has been in intensive physical training as he’s been challenged by Nils to a back-flip competition while playing the guitar riff to Spandau Ballet’s hit ‘True’.


Suzi thinks it might be one of the more outlandish of the rumours going around.


Nils and Elton drift off, pleased with their exchange.


Elton, asking no one in particular, ‘Any more of that red wine?’


*


She’s got a family then, Parker notes, that’s for sure.


They’re in a picnic circle, about a dozen blankets spread out, a couple of cast-iron pots bubbling away on camping stoves, three coolers spilling ice, Red Stripe bottles bobbing about, kids chasing each other, dogs chasing the kids, teenagers mooning and mooching, and Carolyn’s grandmother with her arm around Parker saying –


‘I gather you’re the man of the hour, sir.’


‘Well,’ Parker begins, ‘I don’t use the term hero lightly, but it does feel apt this morning.’


Carolyn’s grandmother likes that one.


She slaps him hard across the back. ‘You seem like a good boy.’


She pauses, gives him a sharp look, then smiles –


‘Welcome,’ she says.


She’s hooting with laughter, hand on his shoulder, bent double now, wheezing. ‘I’m going to mind my rice and peas, young man.’


She moves away, smiling. ‘You be welcome, hero.’


Carolyn hands Parker a bottle. ‘She likes you.’


‘I think it’s you that she likes, darling.’


‘She loves me, hero. But she’s only got to like you.’


‘And how do I accomplish that exactly?’


Carolyn nods at the bubbling pots –


‘Go and offer to assist, graciously step away when you’re admonished for offering, make sure you eat at least three helpings, serve me before yourself.’


‘This is excellent advice.’


Parker pulls at his Red Stripe and scopes the group.


He recognises one or two of the cousins about Carolyn’s age from the Roach Family Support Committee, knows at least one of the boyfriends to nod at, if not yet by name. He’s moved on a little since he hung around with the draw smokers and the wannabe rude boys. To be fair, most of them have moved on too; you reach an age when you either are or you aren’t rude, everyone knows it and things settle the way the chips have fallen.


Parker’s little friends, it turns out, have not all graduated from slinging ten-bags to their friends. They’re working in garages now, or stacking shelves, or on the make down the market, or signing on, or not working at all, or –


Well, one of them, Marlon, has moved up in the world, as evidenced by his flash car and prime piece of council real estate.


Marlon, Parker believes, once had certain designs on Carolyn, designs that were, while never wholly discredited, never in fact reciprocated.


Marlon, Parker sees, is currently loping across the common towards them, grinning gold teeth. He’s carrying a bottle of champagne and a smart transistor, which blasts Sade singing ‘Your Love is King’.


Marlon points at Carolyn and mouths the words.


Carolyn ignores him, kisses Parker, nods at the radio, Sade getting louder.


She says, ‘Global.’


‘Yeah,’ Parker laughs. ‘Global as in council estate in Islington.’


They watch Marlon slap hands and bump fists. ‘Marlon,’ Carolyn nods. ‘The Don.’


Parker raises an eyebrow. ‘That right?’


‘That’s what I’ve heard.’ She smiles. ‘He’s certainly in better threads, at least.’


‘Top ranking.’


‘Quite.’


‘Oi, Marlon,’ Parker shouts. ‘Be a good boy and bring us a lager.’


He’s smiling, Marlon, but he doesn’t much like the instruction. He brings over two bottles of Red Stripe and twists off the caps.


‘I just been down the line,’ Marlon says. He hands Parker one of the bottles. ‘Police talking to the locals. Bobbylon bwoy got one serious tump. Pig had his helmet knocked off.’ Marlon laughing. ‘Playing football with it in the street, they were.’


Carolyn rolls her eyes and drifts off.


‘What were you doing down the line, Marlon?’


Marlon smiles. ‘Keeping an eye on our younger bredren, you know.’


‘I do know.’ Parker takes a pull of his beer. ‘What was the Old Bill doing there?’


Marlon nods over at Carolyn’s cousin Shaun and his mate. ‘Same ting.’


‘Right.’


‘Bit of community outreach, what they call it. Conversation. Diplomacy.’


‘Who with?’


Marlon grins. ‘Our younger bredren.’


‘Work out, did it?’


‘Put it this way,’ Marlon reasons. ‘The pig with no helmet had his trotters up.’ He flicks his fingers, which snap, crack. ‘He took a one-two, man serious with his combination. Didn’t go down, fight back.’


‘Sounds tasty.’


‘Bacon burned,’ Marlon laughs. ‘Crisp.’


‘They didn’t want a word with you?’


‘I’m like a whistle, boss, you know me.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Oh yeah. Clean as.’


‘I thought you meant something else.’


‘Don’t be cheeky.’


Parker smiles. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it, old son.’


Marlon turns, slightly, so that they are both angled away from the family.


He says, gesturing again towards Shaun. ‘They weren’t in uniform.’


‘They weren’t.’ Parker shakes his head. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘they were in the Regional Crime Squad uniform, if you know what I mean.’


Marlon nodding. ‘It feel like more than coincidence to you, bobbies out making nice on Sandringham Road, same time the detectives stop and search?’


‘Nothing surprises me anymore, Marlon.’


‘I’ll have a word with the man now.’


‘Like your mind, pal.’


Marlon nodding.


They bump fists. ‘Be lucky,’ Parker tells him.


Marlon grins, ambles away. ‘Born lucky.’


Parker stands alone for a long moment. The picnic-party bubbling, the heat –


Carolyn, her arm linked with another smiling cousin, rescues him. ‘Our granny wants to know what it is your family do, hero. You best go tell her.’


‘She wants to know that my old man, my uncles, their old man, and his, are all printworkers down the Gray’s Inn Road. You couldn’t tell her that yourself?’


Carolyn’s cousin, mock-serious, kissing her teeth. ‘She want to know about the unions, Parker.’


Parker shaking his head, resigned. ‘Come on then, darling.’ He puts his arm around her, Phil Collins bawling take a look at me now. ‘You are about to see a very sexy side of mine.’


*


In the limo there’s a small television, which is tuned to the concert.


Course it bloody is. The volume’s down, thank God, and you’re wedged between your contact and a middleman –


The limo ghosts along the Gray’s Inn, his son pointing out the local buildings they own and what goes on where.


On Bouvier Street, the limo pulls over. Your contact hops out and beckons you to do the same. He points at a nondescript building.


‘What can you hear?’ he asks.


You smile. ‘Very good.’


‘Nothing,’ he says, nodding. He flicks his fingers out from his hand. ‘Puff,’ he says. ‘Vanished into thin air.’


‘What’s this performance all about, eh?’


‘It’s a kind of magic.’


‘You’re funny. They on today, then, Queen?’


With his hand on the small of your back, he guides you to the limo again. ‘In you get,’ he instructs.


And there the man sits, smiling.


‘Shall we go for a drive?’ he asks, this man, who’s relying on you to do a job for his man.


*


Jon Davies is, by now, quite drunk.


Not long ago he argued the toss with Doc over the relative qualities of Sting and Phil Collins.


‘See, it’s about the talent, man,’ Jon offers. ‘Sting was White Jesus up there, blessing us. More of it in his little finger, he’s got, talent. He glows.’


Doc laughs. ‘The boy floated, it’s a hard fact.’ He snaps his fingers. ‘He sure mek it look easy.’


‘What I’m saying, Doc, talent.’


‘But take a look at Phil Collins.’


‘Good one.’


‘Man need talent, looking the way he does.’ Doc’s laughing again.


Jon says, ‘It’s craft, what Phil’s got, craft and graft. He’s earned it, these songs. Earned it through his labour. Which, given his politics, is ironic.’


‘Hard to disagree, Jon, very hard to disagree.’


Jon remembers watching U2 for what felt like a very long time.


‘They’ve been playing this song for ten minutes,’ he said, incredulous, but no one listening.


Now, one of Jackie’s cousins has cornered Jon and is educating him on his latest venture, or ‘enterprise’. Jon’s looking for the boy – where is he? – but he doesn’t want to be rude so he’s nodding at whatever it is that Jackie’s cousin is talking about. Jackie’s cousin Mitchell, this is, or ‘Chick’ to his pals and everyone else.


‘Why Chick you may ask?’ Chick will enquire of new acquaintances, though few people do ask, the size of him. ‘I’m chirpy, that’s why, always was. Even as a nipper. Even as a baby.’


He’s wont to wink then, Chick, the implication being me? A baby?


That’s right, once upon a time, believe it or not, the size of me now.


‘Cheep, cheep.’


Chick is Jackie’s old man’s side of the family, the docker side.


Kate – the other cousin in attendance, still here, still laughing, still sucking white wine into her mouth – is Jackie’s mum’s side, south coast, originally, near Bournemouth.


Chick is an affable man but fancies himself a bit wide, and Jon likes to keep him – at family gatherings at least – well oiled, chugging along in the slow lane, smiling.


He’s a man who, should anything not be quite in order, would certainly have a word, keep everyone kosher, nothing too heavy, mind.


‘The enterprise,’ Chick is saying, ‘is a syndicate. That’s my new game.’


‘What’s your new game, Chick, sorry?’


‘The syndicate, Jon, is my new game. Property investment.’


‘Wasn’t that your old game?’ Jon is, still, feeling really quite drunk.


‘Jon, you’ve had a few, I grant you, but keep up.’


Jon nods. ‘You’re right, sorry. The syndicate.’


Chick grins, leans forward. ‘So the syndicate, Jon, is an opportunity.’


Dire Straits kick in with the riff and then the chorus.


Chick winks. ‘Money for nothing, Jon, is what it is.’


‘Chick’s for free?’ Jon manages and Chick laughs.


‘Yeah, but no, not quite.’


Jon’s got an eye on the portable, enjoying Mark Knopfler’s clobber, his sweatbands and headband, his pumps.


In the garden, the guests adopt air-guitar poses, laughing.


Mrs Singh waving a Guinness, the boy’s appeared too, right in front of the television, serious. And, oh look, there’s Sting again, floating about in white –


Chick’s telling Jon about the property portfolio in which he is investor, co-signatory and interested party. The syndicate.


‘We’ve got a gym which we’re turning into a sauna and massage parlour, a snooker club that’s going to become a nightclub, a nightclub that’ll be a restaurant, and a pub.’


‘What plans have you got for the pub, Chick?’


‘The pub’s going to be a pub, Jon, just better.’


‘Right.’


‘Point is your clientele in the area is set to change, what with the new airport and all that palaver. Yuppies don’t want worn carpets and stale beer-stink, tear-ups in piss-smelling car parks outside. It’s an emerging market.’


Jon nods.


‘But until the golden egg hatches, we got to keep who’s there now happy, savvy?’


‘Very clever.’


‘It’s an opportunity.’ Chick slaps Jon on the shoulder. ‘My old man and his mob would be pissing themselves if they clocked a Canning Town goon like me in charge of a property portfolio in the up-and-coming West India Docks, Jon.’


‘That where they worked?’


‘You’re spot on.’


‘What about your brothers?’


‘Between you and me, they didn’t fancy it.’


‘No?’


‘No. They don’t have the cash.’


Jon looks up. A plane, silent, inching across the blue screen of the late-afternoon sky.


Chick raises his chin. ‘There’ll be a lot more where that came from when they open the airport.’


‘How much cash,’ Jon asks, ‘did your brothers not have?’


Chick smiles. ‘What they ain’t got could fill a very large space, Jon.’


On the television, the crowd cheers.


Jon watches Jackie line bottles against the wall.


Onto the barbecue, Doc sprays water. It smokes and fizzes.


The boy leads Lizzie in circles, dancing round a campfire –


Hands in buckets, rummaging in melting ice.


‘We’ll powwow, Jon,’ Chick says, enigmatically.


Bull-necked, he turns to address the gathering.


‘You wanna have a word, Jacks!’ Chick calls out to his cousin, nodding at Jon. ‘The face on him! Like a wet weekend, I’m telling you!’


‘Worry not, Chick,’ Jon smiles. ‘She will.’


Chick roars, points at the television. ‘Queen are on,’ he says. ‘I wanna watch this, even if he is a poofter!’


Over the back fence, dogs bark.


*


Ayeleen: Lauren’s face is all pink and she’s jumping up and down, her hair stuck to her forehead with sweat.


I love you, Lauren, I think, you’re my best friend in the whole world and here we are together, and everyone around us is smiling, and the sun is still shining, and this is the best day ever –


And the music stops for a moment, and I can see Freddie’s about to say something, and Lauren says, ‘Look, Leenie, he’s dressed just like we are.’


And he is, I think, those Adidas and that tank top and the jeans with the high waist, and Lauren says, ‘We need to get ourselves a matching belt and armband too!’


And she’s delighted, and I’m grinning at her, and the sound of the cheering is a bit much, but then we can hear Freddie saying, ‘This next song is only dedicated to beautiful people here tonight – which means all of you. Thank you for coming along, you are making this a great occasion.’


And Lauren’s squealing, ‘That’s us, Leenie, that’s us!’


And for a moment, I think, yes, that’s true, that’s us, and it’s a beautiful moment, and the crowd is silent just for that moment and then the band starts again and I –


‘I love this one, Leen,’ Lauren yells. ‘And I love you, too!’


And then everyone is singing along about love being a crazy little thing and I’m thinking, it’s not really, is it, it’s simple – it’s love.


*


Suzi, sitting alone, the backstage area reeking of stale smoke, stale booze, stale sweat –


Keith nowhere to be seen.


Suzi smiles and fiddles with her camera. She looks over her notes and thinks:


What exactly have I got here?


Rock stars, pop stars, drunk and high, competing –


But for what, exactly?


And that’s where they all are now, jostling for position on the ramp before the big singalong at the end. Who can get closest to Geldof and Mercury and Elton and McCartney, where the cameras will all be, zooming in on their cherry noses and tired eyes, doing their bit, letting everyone know that today we’re all a part of it, feeding the world –


Suzi lets this thought pass. It’s not entirely fair, after all.


They’re not all bad, and in her notebook there must be something worth sharing, something to celebrate. She flips pages, she scans scribbled thoughts. She licks her forefinger, she licks her pencil –


An insight from an ‘insider’:


‘Sting played solo only as his band had demanded to be paid before they went on. Sting told them to fuck off and promptly walked on stage with just a guitar and started with “Roxanne”.’


‘Smug cunt,’ Keith had declared. ‘But he’s pretty fucking good.’


He was very good, Suzi thinks, made it look so easy. He had all the time in the world up there, it looked like.


She jots thoughts, soundbites.


Something is troubling Suzi, and it might be the heat, it might be the drinks, it might be this proximity she’s had all day to quote unquote greatness, but she also knows that it’s something else –


She’s a part of it; she used to be a part of something else. It can’t really be so simple, can it, that you’re either doing good or you’re not. This, she thinks, is what it means to grow up, not buying a bloody council flat, getting on the property ladder.


This being thinking.


Suzi hears a scuffed step, a slip, looks up –


Paul Weller lowers himself into the plastic chair beside her. He nods at her camera, her notepad, raises an eyebrow –


Suzi smiles, nods. ‘All done, I think. You?’


Paul Weller shrugs.


The Style Council had hopped off after their slot to film a performance for national television. Back now, for the finale.


Suzi gestures at the disarray, the plastic cups, the ashtrays and fag ends, the bottles. She nods at the noise from the stage, the crowd within the stadium. ‘What do you make of it all, this?’ she asks Paul Weller.


Paul Weller pouts, narrows eyes, does a little cringe. He shuffles in his seat and nods at Suzi, nods at her notepad.


Suzi leafs through to a blank page, pencil raised, on the record –


‘When I was a kid,’ Paul Weller begins, ‘I remember asking my dad how long a mile was. He took me out into our street, Stanley Road, and pointed down to the far end, towards the heat haze in the distance. To me there was a magical kingdom through that shimmering haze, the rest of the world, all life’s possibilities. I always return to where I came from, to get a sense of my journey and where I’m heading next.’


Suzi, nodding, asks, ‘And what’s next?’


Paul Weller smiles, winks. ‘You asking for me, or yourself, girl?’


Suzi thinks: it’s a very good question.


*


Parker on Carolyn’s sofa blissed out; Carolyn in the kitchen frying up a late, late tea.


After the park, the pub.


Marlon back early doors, looking flash, Parker noted, all that black geezer lingo to the fore, and Parker thinking, Him, really?


He’s not sure, so no judgement, but Noble was on about a recycling scheme at Stoke Newington, which might corroborate Parker’s thinking on what happened to Trevor, and it does look like young Marlon’s business interests have widened, excuse the pun, it does look like Marlon is on a considerably more decent screw than he was when Parker first met him and they became friends.


Because they are friends.


Parker knows the boy and he wouldn’t make him for a turncoat, no sirree.


‘Didn’t know your bredren was all in the printworks,’ Marlon had said. ‘Why you never join them? What is it you really do, Parker?’


Parker has an answer to this. A lie that is true is a lot easier to maintain.


‘This and that, you know.’


Marlon, grinning, goes, ‘Yeah man.’


‘One of my uncles,’ Parker continues, ‘he moves jewellery down at Hatton Garden, just down the road from the presses. He started off in the same chapel as my old man and the rest of them, but he didn’t fancy it, walked out on day one, five minutes later he was in a pawnshop and the rest is history, as they say.’


Carolyn listening now. Marlon, leaning across the table, says, ‘And?’


‘I help him out, you know.’ Parker winks. ‘Muscle.’


Marlon likes this, smiling very broadly. ‘You a big man, big man.’


‘’Nuff respect, yeah?’


Marlon whoops. ‘I thought you were a clever fella too, though. Too clever for muscle work exclusively, you know?’


Carolyn, by now, has turned to her cousin, her hand in Parker’s, her eyes, her smile, directed elsewhere.


‘There’s a book, Marlon, which I help to look after.’


‘All jewellery?’


‘Pure gold, son.’ Parker winks, grins. ‘More gold than you’ve got in your big gob.’


Yeah, Marlon liked that, Parker thinks.


And no judgement, he reminds himself. It was a good night, end of, and here he is now, exactly where he wants to be, Chez Carolyn –


Though he had ducked out to honour a prior engagement to meet Trevor, give him an update.


‘I fancy cigarettes,’ he said to Carolyn. ‘For a change up. Once in a while you can’t beat a Woodbine, girl.’


She laughs at that and off he trots, Green Lanes to a Turkish deli where Trevor’s waiting. Skulking in the piss-stinking alley round the side, he’s rattled, Trevor –


‘You were right, old son,’ Parker says. ‘New faces.’


‘You remember the first time I saw Rice and Cole, yeah, I told you?’


Parker nods.


‘I was in the dumplings cafe, Sandringham Road, downstairs having a drink.’


‘I remember.’


‘They did a bust there, everyone stock-still, and it’s me they come to with a baggie with fifty quid in it.’


‘You know I remember.’


‘They took me in, done me with possession.’


‘But they dropped the charge.’


‘I don’t deal drugs.’


‘Not then you didn’t.’


‘What I’m saying. Next time, a month after that, and I’m attacked by a geezer with a knife, and who gets pulled in for questioning?’


Parker nods.


‘Yeah, me.’


‘What’s your point, Trevor?’


‘I don’t need this to start all over.’


Parker sniffs. ‘Everywhere’s got that urine tang to it, don’t you find, Trevor? Basically smells of piss, London.’


Parker looks up and down. Crates of vegetables, rotting. Empty bottles of Efes, their tasty local lager. A bike with no wheels –


Dustbins overflowing, bowls of water and food for the local moggies, a tyre and a broken stereo –


The back door of the deli opens and a hairy bloke with a spattered apron and a meat cleaver lights up, nods.


Parker returns the nod.


He knows what this lot are about.


All sorts of rumours regarding the crates of rotting vegetables for a kick-off – what they put inside them, import export etcetera, poppies and opium and whatnot – and Parker knows it’s heavy enough to give them a swerve, old country dirt, proper mafia.


There was that bar on the High Street that Rice and Cole collected from, same owner as used to have The New Country Off-Licence and Foodstore across the road from it, before he sold it and then some kid was popped on the doorstep by a sniper or something like that. Old country, new problems. Crime and politics go hand in hand, which complicates the business side of the crime, the business –


Question on Parker’s mind is who runs the book now, who collects?


Trevor’s shaking his head, he spits and hacks, coughs, holding back the tears, Parker thinks.


Trevor sucking his teeth, spits again, says, ‘I hear you playing house with a lickle black girl.’


Parker raises an eyebrow.


And Trevor goes on. ‘She know what it is you do?’


‘Do you know?’


‘I know with who it is you’re in cahoots. That’s quite enough for your blackbird to done fly away, I’d have thought.’


Parker softens, smiles. ‘Listen, I don’t want all this to start over for you neither. I told you it might be a good result and I believe that it might.’


‘How?’


‘Well, for a start, you’re off the hook with old Rice and Cole. They’re out the picture, it seems, for good.’


Trevor shrugs.


‘And the new lot don’t appear to know you by face or name, that fair?’


Trevor nods.


‘So it’s clean slate, give or take.’


‘Which means what for us?’


Parker nodding now –


‘Which means keep your nose clean and if they pick you up again, you use your phone call wisely.’


‘That number you gave me?’


‘Bingo.’


‘So do nothing?’


‘There’s word about a recycling scheme, I want to know anything you hear about that.’


Trevor nodding, pulling tobacco from his teeth –


Parker says, ‘You know Marlon, yeah?’


‘Everyone knows Marlon.’


Parker grins. ‘He’s not exactly the shy and retiring type, I’ll give you that.’


‘What about him?’


Parker’s not sure –


‘Just keep him in mind, all right?’


Trevor nods.


‘Now, on your bike,’ Parker says. ‘I need to make a purchase here and get back to my woman.’


Trevor smiling now –


‘Yeah man,’ he says, and Parker shakes his head, grins and winks – Back in the pub with a swagger, a cheer, the returning hero, but Parker’s thinking about Noble on the telephone. As well as his concerns over the recycling, Noble also mentioned something about that ginger bird they’d used in the Colin Roach business. And wondered what she was up to now. Parker insinuated that Noble might be on the sniff – she was all right, the bird – and was haughtily reminded of Noble’s ongoing domestic bliss with the lovely Lea. Not that this was any deterrent, mind, and there was no call for Noble to have come on all mardy, boys will be boys and all that.


Parker’s buzzing mind never turns off, he sometimes reflects, trying to keep things distinct, to compartmentalise –


What he’d said, Noble – what he’d asked – was what about the redhead’s involvement with music, which group was it her fella knocked about with?


Parker got fairly close to her when they both turned out for the Roach Family Support Committee, but he hadn’t thought about her for a good while. And her fella wasn’t exactly a person of interest.


Now, back Chez Carolyn, watching the highlights reel of the big day in the middle of the night, he remembers.


It was The Style Council.


Parker smiles to himself. She might well have been there, lucky tart.


He makes a mental note to tell Noble when he rings for their daily tomorrow afternoon.


Then: here they are, Jagger and Bowie pratting about to ‘Dancing in the Street’ –


From the kitchen, Carolyn yells, ‘I prefer the Laura Nyro and LaBelle version.’


‘Course you do, sweetheart,’ Parker yells back, knowing she means the almost-medley with ‘Monkey Time’ on that album they did together.


He levers himself out of the cushions, digs out the LP from the pile on the floor – she really must organise these better, he thinks – thumbs the record from its sleeve –


He calls, ‘Let’s do the monkey, shall we, darling?’


From the kitchen, a whoop, laughter –


Parker sashaying towards it.


*


You’re looking out over the Thames from your Wapping flat cradling a mug of tea and thinking –


What have I just been told?


The drive was a half-hour east to The Facility, as it’s being called by those in the know. Those who are really in the know call it:


Operation X


‘As in X marks the spot, or x-tra, x-tra, read all about it?’ you asked.


‘Very good,’ your man said.


‘I’m here all week.’


‘You bloody won’t be.’ He didn’t look amused at this, your man. ‘Now,’


he went on, ‘that thing you did with those electricians, from Portsmouth. I want you to do the same with your security.’


You said nothing.


He added:


‘There’s a reason, it’s important, and I’m going to trust you.’


You nodded. You said, ‘I’m flattered, but given what I know, not surprised.’


He smiled at that. ‘You’ll have heard that they’re going to be using The Facility to print The London Herald.’


You nodded. ‘I had heard that.’


‘That’s what everyone was told. That’s how they’ve kept a lid on the project. It’s reasonable that they’ve moved a small team of employees over from Gray’s Inn Road and Bouvier Street for that purpose.’


All from the same chapel, of course, all from the same union, you think, now.


‘But The London Herald doesn’t exist.’


‘I suppose it doesn’t, no.’


‘And it won’t ever exist.’


You nodded.


‘What they need from your organisation is assurances of complicity and silence.’


You thought: heavy work.


‘That The London Herald will not ever exist will slowly become ever more apparent to anyone involved at The Facility.’


‘And you want me to make sure that no one else finds that out.’


He nodded. ‘What I like about you is you’re quick on the uptake.’


You thought, monkey see, monkey do.


Now, you’re thinking, Bobbins here might have just sussed this out –


‘The other thing I like about you,’ he said, ‘is that you don’t seem too interested in what will come out of The Facility.’


‘I’m not,’ you said.


Now you think, I know exactly what’s coming out.


The mini television played the video of Jagger and Bowie miming away in a warehouse to ‘Dancing in the Street’, part of the big day.


‘Know where that is?’ you asked.


‘I do not.’


You pointed out of the window, south-east. ‘Down the road. A warehouse in which my organisation has interests.’


‘Doing your bit for charity.’


‘They needed somewhere to film the video for this fiasco of a record.’


He smiled then. ‘Mick’s an ambitious boy. He wouldn’t miss all this.’ ‘It didn’t come cheap.’


‘And why’s that?’


‘Supply and demand. There was nowhere else for them to go at the notice.’


‘You made sure of that.’


‘Shell company, a landlord’s title. Good business.’


Being ironic, ‘And you donated the fee to Live Aid, of course.’


‘If any African kid sees more than a couple of bacon sandwiches a week for a month or two thanks to these millions of quid that are pouring in, I’ll donate more than that.’


‘That’s the spirit.’


‘What do you get out of all this?’ you asked.


He looked at you then, made a gesture to the driver and the door opened. ‘I’ve never heard you speak so much. I like it.’


Now, you think, that was what is known as obfuscation, a MacGuffin. It’s a good story, the Jagger-Bowie one, memorable.


You get on the blower and ring Terry.


‘Hello?’


You can hear him rubbing sleep from his eyes –


‘You awake, Terry?’


You hear a cough, a scratch, a retch –


‘I am, yes.’


‘Good. Come and pick me up. We’ve got some visits to make.’


‘Now?’


‘Yes, now, Terry, you’re awake, aren’t you?’


‘Yeah, but I don’t know if anyone else is.’


‘Surprise, Terry, is half the battle.’


‘If you say so.’


‘I do say so. And Terry?’


‘Yes?’


‘Remember the electricians a month or so ago?’


‘I do.’


‘Good.’


You hang up.


In your hand is a piece of paper with a list of names of security personnel currently working at The Facility. Your security. Which is why you’re going out now.


They won’t be waiting up –


A guard who’s been shooting his gob off about a Canning Town lock-up. Two of your boys with wrenches and pliers, seeing to him.


Nil by mouth.


Midday tomorrow, everyone will know to keep shtum.


*


Mrs Thatcher is in what Denis calls her ‘Chequers snug’.


She’s watching the television with her cup of Ovaltine and preparing herself for her four hours in bed.


On the television, a recap of the events of the day, an extraordinary one, she gathers. She’s already had word that it was the worst day in history for retail trading. It must take quite something, she reflects, to put the British off shopping.


She’s watching as the great and the good take their seats in the stadium. She recognises many more of them than she’d ever admit in public. She smiles at this, sips her warm drink, narrows her eyes –


There’s Diana, Princess of Wales, like a giddy schoolgirl.


Denis shuffles past in open dressing gown and briefs. He nods at the television as Prince Charles heaves into view, his face one of feigned composure, confused, his bride giggling.


‘He’ll need to watch that one,’ Denis mutters. ‘They’ll be lining up for her, the rock and rollers.’


Mrs Thatcher ignores him. They will, of course, have already lined up for her, she thinks, as they should, paying the royals their due. They’d have lined up for her too, Mrs Thatcher, had she chosen to attend. Had she even acknowledged the event at all.


The camera settles on another blonde woman, another beautiful blonde woman, tending to her children as her husband plays the great man –


Mrs Thatcher knows that this woman’s name is Paula Yates.


‘They’re all at it, then,’ Denis says. ‘The girls.’


Denis drags himself on down the corridor.


She, Mrs Thatcher, sighs.


It’s funny, she thinks, money.


Her government is currently negotiating an arms deal with Saudi Arabia, for example, which should be worth around £43 billion, which has to be at least a thousand Live Aid concerts, judging by what they’re saying on the television.


Christ, she thinks, the cash for commissions, bribes, middlemen and so on sitting in Swiss banks is about three times what they’ve managed to squeeze out of the public today.


It’s the naivety of it all that she admires, oddly.


The belief they have that they might actually be making a difference. Must be nice, that sort of innocence.


Events like Live Aid are just a day off from reality, she thinks, for a country like ours, exactly when the organisers claim reality is what they’re all about.
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