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        Soho 4 a.m.

        This book is set in and around central London.
 
        The real locations mentioned in this book are linked throughout the text. These links will take you to a comprehensive online map where you can find the locations from the novel. You can see the whole map here.
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THE LAST DAY OF SUMMER


‘Nothing thicker than a knife’s blade separates happiness from melancholy.’

Virginia Woolf, Orlando




Chapter 1

It started with a low rumble, a faint voice on the periphery of a dream, a timpani drum buried deep underground, thudding fast then slow, the nervous heartbeat of an expectant city. It was in the split second between breaths that Stella heard it, felt its tremor beneath Trafalgar Square where thirty thousand people were watching a giant television screen and waiting on the words of a man with a card in his hand.

‘London!’

The first syllable had barely left his mouth when the rumble exploded into a chorus of excited screams, so loud they drowned out the noise of the traffic; the black cabs and red buses stopped mid-flow in their circulatory route and the long, spidery hand of the Big Ben clock paused too as it crept towards, then settled upon, a time: 12:49 p.m.

London had been chosen to host the 2012 Olympic Games; now the celebrations could begin.

Stella smiled as she made her way through the crowd, soaking up the happy faces, so many happy faces – where had they all been hiding? It was as though normal service had paused and the city, for a moment, had slowed down to a more leisurely pace. Like a sleepwalker, she could weave in and out of the empty spaces, safe and hidden in the eye of the crowd.

*
And now? Now, after four glorious hours passed in a blink, she is back where she started.

The elation of the square fades as she squints into the sun and sees him sitting on the step outside the flat. His reddish golden hair shimmers in the light of the sun and for a moment he looks like a statue, still and unmoving as he stares down at his feet. There is a beautiful stillness about the scene, the late afternoon sun pouring onto the street, bouncing off the windows of Bar Italia and Little Italy and bathing his small, sinewy figure in a sepia-tinted glow. As she approaches, she thinks how she would love to freeze this moment, to lock the happiness she had felt in the square inside some giant vault and keep it with her forever. If only they could stay at home tonight. If only there was no party to go to, then maybe everything would be okay. Maybe they could be happy.

‘Stella!’

He has seen her. He jumps up from the step and runs towards her. He is smiling; it’s a wide, happy smile. Stella used to say, when they first met, that his smile was like the sun coming out. Now the smile just reinforces her guilt; it slices through the happiness she has carried with her from the square and cuts it into neat little pieces of despair.

‘Where’ve you been?’ he asks as he hugs her tightly. ‘It’s almost five o’clock you know?’

Stella opens her mouth to speak then changes her mind. Instead she folds into his embrace, once again wishing she could pause the moment, put off the evening, the wretched party …

‘I’m off to get some food. Do you want anything?’ He untangles himself from her arms and slaps his taut stomach, the loose fabric of his T-shirt billowing like a deflated hot-air balloon. ‘You really should eat something. We’ll be doing a lot of talking at the party so there might not be much chance to eat, and you know what Warren’s like, it’ll be all macrobiotic rabbit food. Shall I get you a bag of crisps?’

‘No thanks, Ade, I’m fine—’

‘Are you sure? You’ll be starving come eight o’clock. I’ll get you some chocolate. You can stick it in your bag and have it later, yeah?’ He pulls her towards him and kisses her on the top of her head. He has put his expensive cologne on, the one she bought him for his last birthday. It smells like orange blossom. She breathes in the scent as he kisses her. It doesn’t smell like Ade, it smells like someone else. Then she remembers why she bought it, why she wanted to smell it every day. As she blinks away the thought, he whispers into her ear. ‘Thanks for doing this for me. It will all be worth it, I promise you. I love you.’

A pang of guilt flutters through her chest as he kisses her cheek. She is always letting him down, always blocking out the sun.

‘Oh, I’ve booked a cab to Warren’s,’ he says as she walks away from him towards the steps to the flat. ‘We don’t want to be stuck on the tube at rush hour. It’ll be here in an hour.’ He smiles again, the unsure smile Stella recognizes. He’s worried about her, she can tell. That’s why he’s hesitating. ‘Right,’ he says, clapping his hands together, like he’s snapping away his concerns. ‘I’m off to the shop; I’ll let you go up and get ready.’

‘Ready,’ she repeats, trying her best to sound upbeat, but it is a resigned acknowledgement that comes out of her mouth; the ready of the patient as she waits for the injection.

She stands on the step, watching him walk towards Dodo, the off-licence on Old Compton Street, and feels empty, like every last ounce of hope has drained away.

An hour earlier, she had been standing among thousands of people, watching their faces, feeling their excitement and wrapping herself up in the novelty of an ordinary July morning that had stopped so abruptly in its tracks. She could breathe, she could think more clearly than she had for years. The constant interruptions, the demands on her time had paused, like a frozen screen, and though she could still see them, still sense them, hanging in the blue-grey sky above Trafalgar Square, they were out of reach, floating like a lost balloon over Nelson’s head.

As she watched her worries flickering and scrambling, desperately trying to free themselves and return to her, she realized that in their absence she had become something else, something she had always railed against. As she had patiently waited for the announcement to be made, she had shrugged off years of carefully honed nonchalance and taken on the guise of a tourist – wide-eyed and excited just to be in her own city. The tourists who, with their vacant expressions and over-sized kagouls, form part of the daily landscape of Soho, are so set apart from her own pace of life and yet so much a feature of it. How many times has she found herself joining in with the chorus of disapproval at Leicester Square tube, tutting as some hapless soul with a camera slung around his neck stands blissfully unaware on the left side of the escalator?

But that is the unspoken rule of daily life in London, the one that tourists never seem to understand but one that is imprinted onto the psyche of those who live and work in this city of dreams and dirt – you never, ever, get in the way of a commuter.

After the announcement had been made, the crowd had remained; people were dancing and singing, hugging their neighbours and waving their crumpled flags. Stella had stumbled out of the square intending to head home but, buoyed by the excitement of the day, had only got as far as the National Gallery. She sat on the low wall outside the stately building and watched as London spread out before her. The lions in the square looked as triumphant as the crowd, their steel-grey defiant faces standing guard over the minute figures scurrying beneath. After a couple of hours, the crowd seemed to tire and began, slowly, to melt away. Stella sat motionless, watching as the jovial mood carried the swarms of people like a giant wave into the winding streets that connected Trafalgar Square to Haymarket, to the river, to Charing Cross and Leicester Square. But as Big Ben boomed out the hour of three, there were still clusters of people in and around the square. For them, the party had only just begun. Stella stood up, suddenly aware of the time and all too aware of the party she had to get ready for.

But there was still time, she had thought, as she walked towards the pretty white church of St Martin-in-the-Fields, there was still time to light a candle. She could never pass that church without taking a peek inside. It was so still and quiet, a little pocket of calm right in the centre of the city. It was busier than usual, she had thought, as she opened the glass inner door and walked towards the candles. There were people sitting in the pews, some with their hands clasped in prayer, others looking up at the ornate baroque ceiling, perhaps noting how its gold chandeliers and balcony seats looked rather overdressed against the plain, puritan-style altar and pews. Stella had always liked the decadence of that ceiling, it was fitting for a church on the edge of theatreland, and wasn’t religion just another kind of theatre? A show where the actors come on and say their lines, singing here and there and raising their arms to Heaven?

No voices were raised above a whisper inside the cool, airy building, and a lone verger strolled up and down the aisle nodding and smiling at the visitors like a benign host. Stella picked up a tea-light from the box and clasped it in the palm of her hand. Deep beneath her feet lay the remains of Nell Gwynn, outside the window, London was celebrating in its brightest colours and loudest voices, but there in that moment was peace and clarity, and as Stella leaned forward to light the candle from the burning wick of another, she closed her eyes, offered up a silent prayer and hoped that someone would hear.

She had walked home along Charing Cross Road, the streets opening up like a paper street map, bending this way then that, taking her into their confidence, daring her to keep going, to take that left turn towards Cecil Court, to have a look at the little second-hand bookshop, the one where she had seen a faded copy of her favourite childhood book in the window. Stopping outside the shop, she saw that the book had been removed from the display and she stood for a moment looking at her reflection in the shop window while the memory of a great open space, a barley field and the smell of autumn evenings, flipped back and forth in her head, like the pages of a book being turned too fast. She closed her eyes, wrinkled her nose and willed the memory away, and as it fell she walked on.

On past the old map shop and the new-age crystal shop, then back onto Charing Cross Road, where she took her familiar route down the little side street to Chinatown, past the Chinese grocery store where boxes full of lychees and kumquats jostled for space alongside red and gold ceramic cats and over-sized woks. As she stepped onto Shaftesbury Avenue, she smiled at the long queue of tourists that was snaking its way round the front of the Lyric, the plucky ticket touts threading in and out like hyenas encircling a herd of wildebeest.

‘Come on, ladies and gents, who do you think you’re fooling? It’s the last night tonight, there ain’t no tickets left, I’m telling you. Now, I can save you fifty, sixty quid. Come on, mate, don’t shake your head, it’s the last night, you’ll never get to see this play again, it ends here.’

But nothing ends here, thinks Stella as she stands outside the flat staring at the coffee drinkers sitting around the flimsy metal tables outside Bar Italia. Nothing ends, it just reinvents itself as something bigger, better and stronger. In the small northern town she left behind, everything stayed the same, day after day, year after year; the same faces, the same expressions, the same problems passed down from generation to generation. It was as though life was defined by its limitations and boundaries. Whereas Soho, well Soho is infinite isn’t it? There is no final curtain here. She continues to stand on the step hoping that by not going inside, she might somehow prolong the spell that the morning has cast on her.

Tonight’s party has been planned for weeks and Warren Craig, the ageing Nineties pop star whose career Ade is helping resurrect, has assured them that it will be full of people worth talking to, people who can help him and Stella forge ahead in their careers: music industry heavyweights, A & R men – and they are always men – on the prowl for the next young, pretty girl who can carry a tune and earn them enough money to buy another villa in Puerto Banús. Stella will be expected to flatter their egos, to see past their fine-weave hair implants, their man boobs and sexist jokes. She will have to smile, to answer their questions but not talk too much, just stand there like a geisha while Warren flits in and out of the conversation, peppering the ‘man talk’ with a burst of song, followed by his inane commentary: ‘Can you remember that one, guys? Not one of my biggest hits but it’s the one closest to my heart. You could say that is the song where I found my voice.’

‘Think of the contacts.’ Ade’s pleading voice rings in her head. He’s become obsessed with contacts, networking, introductions. While all Stella wants is to be inside, hidden away from everything and everyone, safe under thick linen sheets.

Damn it, he’s played Warren’s new album on repeat for a week now. Every day and night, his whiny voice, his turgid lyrics, suffocating her as she wakes up and choking her into restless sleep. Warren has infected their lives like a rash ever since Ade got involved with him. And why is he involved with him? That’s what she can’t get her head around.

When she first met Ade, the only things that mattered to him were making good music and the respect of his jazz peers. The likes of Warren Craig, when they appeared on Saturday morning kid’s TV, had been a source of mirth for him and Stella, the kind of music that was destroying this country (Ade’s words just a year ago). But fast forward twelve months and Ade is sitting on the promise of a co-writer credit on Warren’s next album and a wedge of cash if it all goes according to plan.

It doesn’t matter that Warren, by his very presence, makes the room ridiculous. Every word he speaks – so gleefully picked up on by his grinning band of hangers-on – drips with cliché and bombast. Last time she saw him, he called her Stella Bella, put his hand on her shoulder and, in a tone of voice she guessed was usually reserved for a small child, told her that if she worked really, really hard then she could have it all, just like him.

She shudders at the thought of his breath on her face as she fumbles in her bag, trying to locate her keys.

‘In this life, Stella Bella,’ he had purred into her ear as she sat bored out of her skull in an overpriced Japanese restaurant, ‘there are winners and losers, and in our business you have to choose which you’re gonna be. You have to work your arse off and be prepared to sacrifice everything for the dream. Do you believe in the dream, sweetheart, do you believe?’

She looks at the row of black rubbish bags on the pavement, crammed with the detritus of the last seven days. One of them has been torn and the contents are spilling out onto the street. She can see the corner of a pizza box jutting out of the hole and the glint of a ring-pull from last night’s tin of ravioli. It’s making her feel repulsed; she wants to scoop up the bags and move them away from here, dissociate herself from them and their contents. It feels like everyone in the street can see them, knows what’s in them, can see right through her and her guilty secret.

As she stands here, she thinks back to the first time she saw this street. This was once all she ever wanted. To be twenty-seven years old and living an eternal cocktail hour in a place where it would be rude not to, hadn’t that been the dream? Soho. Even the name sounds like a suggestion, like an invitation to do something deliciously decadent. Neon lights bleeding onto a rain-soaked street, a stolen glance from a beautiful face in the crowd, the first few bars of the best song she would never write. She thinks of promises and hope and a young girl with everything to live for.

She looks up and sees Ade walking back. The clock outside Bar Italia displays the time in green and red neon. Ten to five already. She hasn’t got much time so this will have to be quick. If she can numb herself, create a bubble around her that neither Ade nor Warren can burst then maybe, just maybe, she can survive the night. As she pushes the thick metal door and trudges up the stairs towards the flat, she knows what she has to do.

*
Outside the flat, Ade sits on the step and savours the first drag of his hand-rolled cigarette. A few metres up the street the hands on the big oblong clock outside Bar Italia creep towards five o’clock. All is calm, inside and out. Ade loves this time of day, when the big retreat towards evening begins; and best of all it’s Wednesday.

Ade likes Wednesday nights in Soho. While the crowds stay in and wait for Thursday and Friday, the conventional party nights, the residents come out to play. Out of their bedsits, studio flats and penthouses they crawl, taking advantage of the available tables in the restaurants, the empty seats at the theatre and the clubs free of rowdy hen parties. There is only a small pocket of opportunity to reclaim their territory, as by Thursday the hordes will be back. Wednesday evening is when Soho takes time out to catch breath before opening its doors once more.

Any other evening, Ade would be in the pub, ordering his first drink and looking around to see who was in. He looks up the street towards The Dog and Duck that stands like a glowing beacon on the corner of Frith and Bateman Streets. As he sits there, sweating in the last of the afternoon heat, he tries not to think of the ice-cold pint of lager he could be holding in his hand.

He sneaks another look at the clock. No, he can’t. Tonight is too important to mess up.

Without thinking, he rolls another cigarette, using the step to lay out the paper before carefully spreading a neat line of tobacco across the middle. After years of practice, he has it down to a fine art. The ceremony and precision that go into creating a hand-rolled cigarette make the end result all the more satisfying. He’s supposed to be cutting down but he needs something to calm his nerves, and anyway the nicotine will help keep the beer cravings at bay.

A pint would be really good right now though. But then he would need another to get the conversation flowing and have a bit of banter with whoever happened to be at the bar. If there was a good crowd in and the talk was to his liking, he would have a third and by the fourth he’d be settled in for the night, feet up, beer in hand while all around him Soho’s finest crept out of the shadows. The war correspondent with the sunken eyes just back from the front line and straight onto the sauce, the scarily thin models en route to something more exciting at The Groucho, the endless stream of artists, musicians, writers and entrepreneurs trying to sell their ideas to whoever will listen. From aristocrats to junkies, it’s why he loves Soho, and the crazier or more unhinged the punter the better as far as he is concerned. Pubs like The Dog and Duck, the Carlisle on Bateman Street and the infamous Coach & Horses on Greek Street attract people with a few stories to tell, people who don’t have to hide behind a veneer of respectability. You can be yourself, whatever that may be. People come here on the way to something else, to fame, to money, to notoriety, all the things that Ade covets. He believes in the people he meets and, more importantly, they seem to believe in him.

It’s a world away from the pubs he knew as a teenager, sitting in those dreary caverns of gloom while the landlord and a trio of old soaks served up a banquet of bullshit laced with the sorrow of lost hope and abandoned dreams; the turgid, ever present spectre of real life. As far as Ade is concerned, real life doesn’t exist here, he is hidden from it, tucked away in the heart of a maze that generations of dreamers have fashioned out of blood and tears and neon, and in this strange, half-lit world, people treat him like he is cool, like he matters.

The pub doors open again and a man steps out. Ade looks up and smiles.

‘Seb,’ he shouts, as he gets up from the step and walks towards the tall figure making its way up the street. ‘Alright, mate,’ he says, then stops as the man looks up and Ade realizes he has been mistaken.

‘Sorry, pal, I thought you were someone else.’ He smiles and pats him on the arm. The man gives him a suspicious look and hurries on.

Ade shakes his head. ‘Idiot. Did he think I was going to mug him?’

He stands impotently in the middle of the street, watching as the man turns the corner onto Old Compton Street. After a few moments, he resumes his position on the step, quite relieved in a way that it hadn’t been Seb because then there would have been no question of staying out of the pub.

They first met a couple of months ago when Seb breezed into The Dog and Duck one evening with a couple of workmates. Ade eyed him up suspiciously at first, noting the public-school drawl, the blond good looks and the expensive suit which all marked him out as a bit of a tosser. However, later in the evening, Seb asked him for a light and they got talking about football (Ade was a QPR man, Seb supported Spurs) and women (Ade liked beautiful women, Seb worked in a glamour model agency). Oh, and Seb liked a drink. He was no lightweight when it came to sinking a few while putting the world to rights and he was generous too, always making sure he got his round in. This final piece of information had sealed the friendship for Ade. The ‘tosser’ became a ‘good bloke’ and just the kind of drinking buddy he required.

‘Alright, Ade?’

He looks up and sees Caleb, the doorman of Ronnie Scott’s, waving to him from across the street. He is pacing outside the club with a clipboard tucked underneath his arm – the all-important guest list for tonight’s show. Ade watches as he takes it out and holds it in his hands, running his finger down each name slowly then pausing and looking into the middle distance, trying to memorize the long list of VIPs, to distinguish the aficionados from the first-timers, the PAs from the CEOs.

Ade smirks. He’s a funny one, that Caleb. What a guy to have on the door of a bloody jazz club. He’s like a nervous wreck, pacing up and down like that, the muppet.

Drawing his attention away from the doorman are the big white letters on the hoarding above the club door. Lucy Mancini, B2B’s new signing who has made the crossover from jazz to pop, is showcasing this week.

‘Oy, Caleb,’ he shouts.

The doorman, now completely engrossed in checking his list, gives a start and looks up wide-eyed in the direction of Ade’s voice.

‘Is Lucy Mancini sold out yet?’

‘Yeah it is, mate, but I can get you in,’ shouts Caleb, with a wink. ‘I mean you’re more or less staff. Shall I put you down for Friday?’ He smiles widely at Ade and nods his head.

Ade grimaces. Caleb can be such a prick sometimes. Staff? A pleb in other words, is that what he means? And what’s he grinning like that for? Fuck him, if things turn out well tonight, it’ll be Stella’s name up there with a set that he’s written and produced. Then we’ll see who’s ‘staff’.

‘I’ll put you down then should I?’ Caleb shouts over the street impatiently.

Despite Ade’s irritation, the anger and bluster stay contained within him and the face he lifts up to Caleb is one of affability and matey bonhomie.

‘Nice one, mate,’ he shouts.

‘Shall I put Stella down too?’ Caleb’s thin voice competes with the noisy engine of a black cab that has pulled up outside the club.

Ade pauses.

‘Yeah, go on then. I’ll try to get her out.’

‘Sweet,’ shouts Caleb, quickly busying himself with the three middle-aged women who are climbing out of the cab.

‘Ladies, ladies, doors open at six, you’re gonna have to wait,’ he shrieks as he flips the pages of his clipboard. ‘Now, I need your names.’

Ade laughs at the flustered doorman, throws his cigarette into the street and turns to go back inside.

‘Stella,’ he hollers as he reaches the top of the stairs. ‘Come on, sweetheart, it’s time we were leaving.’
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Nuala Casey’s debut is one to savour’
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