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A Friday afternoon in late June, 1976.


London


When we music industry journalists play the game of ‘Which star kept you waiting longest?’ the name of Lee Jones does tend to come up. So when I am summoned to the artfully dark lobby of his hotel for 3 p.m., I do not expect to be shown into the actual Presence until at least four. But no matter, I am well prepared, with a full packet of Slim Kings and the latest Ed McBain in my handbag. I have barely ignited my first cigarette, however, when a rather vampiric flunkey looms out of those expensive shadows.


‘Abigail?’ he says. ‘You can go right up. Lee’s in room 513.’


‘Is he alone?’ I crassly blurt.


‘Afraid not, love,’ the flunkey replies, apparently genuinely apologetic.


Ascending in the lift, I speculate on the extent to which Lee will not be alone. My best guess is that there might be two or three personal assistants in room 513 – the door of which is opened by a mysterious hand – but it gradually becomes evident, as I step inside, that this is a suite rather than a room, and that at least six discrete – and very discreet – individuals are bustling about in service of their master. Nobody seems to mind my presence, even as I begin taking notes.


By accident or design, the vibe of 513 is very much that of the last two Picture Show album sleeves: Deco filtered through a pop prism. The severity of the parquet floor and chestnut leather armchairs is offset by more emollient offerings, in the form of white shag rugs and animal-print throws. It is an exceptionally hot afternoon, but heavy white curtains baffle the sunlight. A telephone enthroned on a yellow chaise longue is – and has been – ringing, seemingly to prove the importance of the flunkeys’ mission, because none of them is answering it.


The focus of their labour is not Lee Jones himself who – as I overhear from reverential whispers – is currently ‘bathing’ (as opposed to ‘having a bath’, which is what the rest of us do). Rather, the flunkeys are preparing the clothes he will be inhabiting this Saturday evening. The principal garment is an outrageously green suit, and I am permitted to watch as it is carried out of the dressing room and laid on one side of the huge double bed. Another flunkey bears the shirt – white with black buttons – which is delicately placed on top, the wings of its collar aspiring to the incredible width of the jacket lapels. The suggestion is of an extreme hipster – a small one – who has been flattened by a steam roller. The eyes of the wearer are then denoted by a pair of unearthly green sunglasses which are carefully propped on the pillow. Finally our hero’s shoes are brought out by a functionary who is buffing them with a blurred brush. The polish is either magical or simply neutral, because these shoes have two colours: white with tan spats, 1920s style. They are placed at the foot of the bed, and – the ensemble complete – the footwear flunkey nods his head in genuflection before retreating.


Suddenly, the man foreordained to inhabit this ensemble is alongside me, in white towelling bathrobe (as opposed to a dressing gown), and it seems the blurting mood is still upon me, for I respond to his shy, questioning smile with, ‘You’ve gone blonde!’


‘I can see the horror in your eyes,’ he says, in his precise, ever so slightly camp way, ‘but I assure you it’s temporary.’


‘You mean?’


‘Only a rinse, dear,’ he clarifies.


But there never was any horror, of course, Lee Jones being such a very perfect little unit. It is a curious fact that many big music stars are extremely small, and it is said that Lee’s ‘good mate’ Marc Bolan (five foot seven) calls him ‘titch’.


He picks a silver box off the bedside table and offers me a cigarette. I decline, and Lee himself mutters that he is trying to give up, which is a shame, since the clothes awaiting him seem to demand a cigarette in a holder.


‘The suit,’ I say, pointing at the bed, ‘it’s a Tommy Nutter, right?’


Lee frowns somewhat, before relenting with a smile: ‘The maker of the suit is, shall we say, sub judice?’


(One of the flunkeys will later confide: ‘It’s an Edward Sexton, but that’s off the record, love. You’re allowed to say the shoes are Anello & Davide.’)


‘Come over to the window,’ Lee says. He pulls back the heavy, expensive curtain, and I am somehow shocked at the sunniness of London.


‘What are we looking at?’ I ask.


‘East Marylebone, shall we say?’ (He knows we mustn’t disclose the precise location of the hotel, or he will be besieged by worshippers of both sexes.) ‘But what we’re really seeing is the start of summer.’


As I look down, his meaning is obvious. Summer is latent in the exuberant redness of the red buses, the way people leap – almost bounding – on and off them, the joyous greetings on street corners, the bustle of the café terrace opposite. Even the Wimpy Bar on the corner looks festive.


‘They say it’s going to be a hot one,’ Lee says.


I risk a satirical note: ‘You’re going to be needing a lot of sunglasses!’


Much to my relief, he smiles. ‘Look at those nice ladies on the traffic island. Watch how they walk.’


They are tottering across the road in their slung-back platforms.


‘I don’t understand how they manage it,’ Lee continues, ‘in those elevator shoes. Somebody should take a slow-mo film of it to find out – like those photos the Victorians took of horses running. Sorry. The things I come out with!’


Pre-eminent among the things Lee Jones has ‘come out with’ are the brilliant songs he wrote for his group, Picture Show, showcased to best effect on the classic album, The Picture Show, which was the soundtrack of ’71 with its admixture of summery pop with sinister undertow. The follow-up has been long awaited, and the rumour was that it would be out this year. But it seems pop music in 1976 will not be dominated by that latest work of Lee Jones, but rather by talk of his retirement. Or something like it, because it appears that Lee does have a new project ‘of a somewhat different kind’ in preparation. He calls it a programme, but it is certainly nothing as everyday as a TV programme. He has agreed to discuss it ‘in general terms’ (whatever that means). Meanwhile I find myself identifying strongly with the eponymous character in Lee’s biggest smash, ‘Perplexity Jane’.




Her questions come – they are too many


Answers? ’fraid she won’t get any


I’m only a man, not so deep


But there are secrets I must keep


He is still looking down on the busy street.


‘Are you really retiring, Lee?’


The phone is ringing again. He turns slowly towards me, and I am favoured with one of his trademark …





The phone did ring, causing the journalist – who was called Abigail – to disappear. That was something she would tend to do, being entirely imaginary. In the same moment, the grandeur of the room diminished somewhat; but not completely. ‘Glam meets Deco’ about covered it. It was a two-room flat, but a big one. The kitchen was bit less high-end than the main room (and a bit more Conran Shop), but Lee hardly ever used the kitchen. The fridge contained some milk; also some Cokes for his cognac and Cokes. On the breakfast bar was a packet of Alpen and a jar of Spangles (‘Old English’ type), Lee’s favourite sweets which he liked to decant into the jar, and which he sucked in lieu of killing himself with cigarettes. (You probably could kill yourself with Old English Spangles, but it would be a very long-term project indeed.)


On the bed lay the suit and the sunglasses, ready for occupation. Abigail had not mentioned two items lying alongside. First, a soft silk cap à la Robert Redford in The Great Gatsby. It was a stylish item but the important thing was that it could be carried in his pocket, and when he put it on, it would obscure the magnificence of his hair. There was also something Lee called ‘the folder’, which was neither a garment nor an item of stationery. It was made of seasoned oak and tempered steel. Lee avoided the obvious word for this article, it being rather brutal and unartistic. He had replaced other words he didn’t care for with ‘partner’, ‘the programme’, ‘bringing into the programme’ and of course ‘trademark’.


The light in the room was now inflected with the decadent, dark gold tone of Friday evening … and the phone really was ringing. Lee watched it doing so. This would be Geoff, wanting to go for a drink, which would turn into maudlin reminiscence about their Picture Show days. Geoff never seemed to realise that one album, two singles and no hits (dear, imaginary Abi tended to over-estimate their success) did not amount to the kind of achievement Lee cared to recall.


Rather than picking up the phone, Lee picked the phone up – still ringing – and put it on the bed. He liked things better when they were on the bed. He put the sunglasses on – they were Vuarnets – and scrutinised himself in the long mirror. Looking good.


He let the bathrobe fall, and then he looked even better. He lay down on the bed next to the phone, contemplating it as though it were a lover he might or might not take an interest in. Eventually, he picked up the receiver, and he could hear Geoff’s voice even before he put the thing to his ear.


‘Lee? It’s Geoff. What are you up to?’


‘I’m extremely busy.’


‘I was wondering if you wanted to come up to Dingwalls? See Nils Lofgren? I’m doing a review for Sounds. I’ve got two comps.’


A review for Sounds – that’d be good for about five quid maximum.


‘Like I said, Geoffrey, I’m busy.’


Geoff was speaking again, but Lee wasn’t listening. He was thinking about Geoff’s old lady, a small very determined person called Pam, whom he didn’t love and who loved Lee, much as Geoff himself did. Amusingly, Pam was into do-it-yourself but she didn’t do it herself: Geoff did it. So he was forever unpacking flatpack furniture at her behest, blocking up fireplaces, or building car ports for his rusty Hillman Imp.


Geoff was a now a full-time journalist. Even while Picture Show was extant, he’d done shifts on newspapers. He was a sub-editor, which was the journalistic equivalent of what he’d done as a musician: playing bass. A bassist, like a sub-editor, was a backroom functionary. Geoff’s principal meal ticket was some dowdy little organ that was produced in Fleet Street, only for the entire run to be put on northbound trains then dumped on the doormats of wheezing Scottish grannies. The Sunday Recorder it was called – something like that.


Geoff was saying, ‘You say you’re busy, man, but with what? I thought you were a gentleman of leisure these days.’


‘If you must know, I’m trying on sunglasses.’


‘Well, that’s not going to take all night, even for you.’


Lee sighed.


‘You had on quite a cool pair last Christmas in the French pub,’ said Geoff, trying to claw his way back into favour.


After five years away, Lee had returned to London last Christmas.


‘Pam thought they were cool anyway,’ Geoff was saying. ‘She told me that only you could get away with wearing sunglasses at five o’clock on Christmas Eve.’


‘There was a very low sun.’


‘Yeah? She thought they were Vuarnets, a French classic; said you were on a kind of Alain Delon trip, with your hair dyed black, and that gangster Crombie with the velvet lapels.’


‘Did she? Well, you can tell Pam that I never try to look like anyone but myself.’


‘Listen, I could pop round and see you on my way to the gig. Bring a bottle of wine?’


Lee pictured Geoff spilling cigarette ash on his grubby loon pants, and – more importantly – on Lee’s new sofa. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘I’m very curious about this new place of yours,’ Geoff was saying. ‘What’s it like?’


Geoff was fascinated by Lee’s money, which annoyed Lee because there wasn’t as much of it as Geoff thought.


‘Small,’ said Lee. ‘But then there’s only one of me.’


‘That’s the understatement of the year. I’ll call you in a few days, OK?’


‘Fine, but I can’t guarantee to be free.’


Geoff was still protesting as Lee put down the phone. It was as if they were a pair of squabbling fifteen-year-olds instead of being dangerously close to forty. Even by Geoff’s standards, it had been a tiresome call. For one thing, Lee was now going to have to replace the Vuarnets. He stood, and walked to the window, carrying the phone. He liked carrying the phone even when he wasn’t speaking into it. He would flip the cord in a negligent way he’d learnt from films, like a laid-back cowboy with a lasso.


He looked down at all the milling men and women, animated by sunshine and thoughts of the weekend, such modest blessings. But if any one of them looked up now, they’d be in for a real treat, given what he was – or was not – wearing. Lee was almost certain that every single one of those people down below had failed to notice the release of The Picture Show five years ago. They had just carried on with their lives as normal. But they would not be carrying on as normal after tonight, because he would be amongst them in a way he couldn’t help thinking rather god-like. Put it like this: he had solved the problem of not being able to be everywhere at once, and it was for their own good, because the thing would bring them realisation: insight into their fellow humans. He would bring them realisation through the programme, and the programme would be starting tonight.




Later the same day.


Paris


At 7 p.m. Bertrand, the keeper of the newspaper kiosk off Boulevard Saint-Michel, reached down behind his counter for two copies of The Times. Handing them over to Charles, he said ‘Times two!’ He’d said that six days a week (The Times not appearing on Sundays) for twenty-five years. Otherwise he and Charles Underhill conversed in French.


Bertrand had never asked why Charles collected his paper in the evening rather than the morning, when the news would be fresher. But perhaps he’d worked out the answer for himself, which was that Charles wanted to avoid the world, and news that appeared disturbing at seven in the morning might have ceased to be so by seven at night. Charles had the same theory about letters, and he carried in his pocket one of the morning’s arrivals, to be opened shortly.


He walked around the corner, to the Tabac au Bon Vin. Mme Bonnet poured his petite Muscadet as soon as she saw him, but first Charles collected his four cigarettes from her husband at the tobacco counter. M. Bonnet – like Bertrand at the kiosk – was humorous, so he held out two cigarettes in each hand, pointing them towards Charles like a gunslinger of the Old West holding two pistols. It had taken Charles ten years to interpret the gesture, but it didn’t matter because he’d always laughed anyway.


As he collected the cigarettes – Gauloises – Charles saw himself being stared at by a young man at the bar. Yes, this must all seem very stilted and peculiar, Charles thought, as he moved into position to drink his wine. Now that it was coming up to the twenty-fifth anniversary, he had been rather reviewing his Parisian life, and it seemed stilted and peculiar even to him. In Britain, for instance, the newspaper and the cigarettes would be sold in the same shop. But Charles believed the formalities imposed on him by the French might just have saved both his sanity (insofar as he was sane) and his life.


The kid was semi-attractive in an agitating way: good figure, and good black hair worn long. Bad skin though. He looked uncomfortable in cowboy boots and heavy denims that would surely become untenable as summer progressed. He was smoking English cigarettes: fancy, pretentious ones in a red packet. The really irritating thing was that he was making notes with a biro in a little bent notebook, while frequently glancing at Charles. His wine glass was empty, so perhaps he’d be leaving soon. But he was now raising a finger to summon Mme Bonnet. ‘Un autre,’ he said. He was English all right, and his accent was appalling. Another sidelong glance at Charles was now being followed by another note. This was invasion of privacy, and the youth’s eyes – dark blue, clashing with his skin – had an X-ray quality. It was the eyes the women would like (if they liked anything about him) but Charles had had enough of them, so he drained his glass.


Crossing the road to the Jardin du Luxembourg, he regretted having left the Bonnets so quickly, and without explaining that he wouldn’t be in next week. But the Jardin was having its soothing effect. Lingering sunlight; the French, poised and posed along the avenues of chestnut trees, with patrolling gendarmes on hand to ensure everything fell into line aesthetically. Charles took his usual place on one of the grey steel chairs near the pond. He liked to pick one aligned to the central fountain.


The chair was slightly tilted back in a way that encouraged contemplative smoking. Two of the four cigarettes in his shirt pocket were for him, two were for Syl. He lit the first of his. The second he would smoke in the flat along with Syl, who smoked both of hers there – in the living room in winter, on the balcony in summer. Blowing smoke, he was thinking of the Riviera. Tomorrow, as always in June, he would be making his excursion to Nice. Paris was safe, and Nice was perhaps not, but the holiday did him good, as even Syl – who begrudged being left behind – acknowledged. When the cigarette was finished, and not before, he took the letter from his shirt pocket. He had not been able to read the smudged postmark and still could not make it out, except that it was from the place he had fled a quarter of a century ago: Grande Bretagne.


He ripped open the envelope and stared at the postcard within. Looking up from it, he surveyed the Jardin and the sauntering French. He looked again at the postcard. Here in his hand was almost exactly what he didn’t want to see.


It was a little black and white card, marked in the top left Oxford, The River, and showing a boat full of university rowers. The image was faded – impossible to tell whether it was a blurred aerial photograph or an etching. The rowers – an ‘eight’ – looked small from the high vantage point, and very vulnerable. Their oars were like the legs of those delicate insects that live a tenuous life on the surface of the water, until swallowed by some monster from below. There was no message on the back, and the implications were making his heart beat faster, like a car engine that surprisingly fired up after twenty-five years in storage. It must be from Patrick Price.


… Dr Patrick Price, the loud-but-unfathomable American postgraduate student – mathematician and musician – who had lived below him in college. A dozen or so people might have guessed what Charles had done in 1951. But if anyone knew for sure it was Pat Price, and he was one of the few people from Oxford days who knew where Charles lived.


Ten years into his exile, Charles had bumped into Price on the Rue de Rivoli. It had been a dark rainy afternoon, and they’d been crossing the road in opposite directions. Price had a meek young man in tow; Charles was with Syl. ‘This is my mother,’ Charles had said, and Price had kissed Syl’s hand when they reached the pavement. He was wearing the fawn mac he had always sported in college, while booming away in the dinner queue. (‘Charles,’ he would shout, ‘I want to buy some drugs! Can I see you later?’ It was his idea of satire, and a bit too close to home, since Charles did have access to a supply of Benzedrine inhalers, any one of which would keep you awake all night, if you sucked the cotton wadding inside.)


Price was fatter, Charles had thought, so that he now resembled a badly wrapped parcel. He introduced the boy: Charles didn’t catch the name. ‘He’s an organist,’ Price had said, ‘but then aren’t we all?’ Syl had laughed at that. She liked the larger-than-life type of homosexuals because they were somehow safe: a known quantity. Charles had surmised that Price probably wasn’t fucking the boy – not his type. It was said he was into rough stuff and would take the late train from Oxford to London to find it. Price was a good part-time musician, and he and the boy would no doubt be playing some concert in Paris. Charles didn’t stick around long enough to be invited. But he’d let slip his postal address.


It hadn’t seemed to matter though. There had only been one letter from Price in the fifteen years since, excluding the card in Charles’s hand. It had come a couple of years after that rainswept encounter. Price would be in Paris again. Might they have lunch? Charles had written back immediately, lying his way out of it. He squinted again at the postmark. Yes, he thought he could make out Oxford. Pat Price still lived there as far as he knew, an eternal student or quasi-don.


It was now quite impossible to concentrate on The Times. A walk might help, so Charles took the long route back to the flat, winding through the sixth arrondissement with the sun fusing into a golden ball over Montparnasse. This was l’heure agréable on the crowded café terraces. For those drinkers and diners life was – he assumed – full of potentiality. Charles had had no potentiality but he did have his annual holiday in Nice, which suddenly seemed a safer haven than Paris.


On Place de l’Odéon, he dropped the card into a bin. It was necessary to get this day over with and be on the train to Nice. No postcard could find him there. He cut along the diagonal of Rue Monsieur-le-Prince, aborting the long route.




About the same time.


London


Soho seemed slow to Lee – slower than in the Sixties, but then he’d been pepped up a lot of the time back then, very familiar with the blue triangle of the purple heart. Hence the B side of ‘Perplexity Jane’, namely ‘The Blue Triangle’. Broaching Wardour Street in his green suit, coming to the heart of Soho, Lee pretended that Abigail was alongside him. She would be scampering to keep up, notebook in hand.


Abigail said, ‘You made your debut here, I think? In 1961? At the famous 2i’s coffee bar?’


‘Correct on all counts, and I was performing as Young Lee Jones, because I was young at the time.’


‘How old exactly?’


‘In sixty-one? Twenty-two. I remember, on the afternoon of the gig, seeing the bill going up outside: “To-Nite: Young Lee Jones”, with tonight spelt t-o-n-i-t-e, and that was the really exciting thing: to think I’d fallen among people who’d take that kind of liberty with the English language.’


‘And you were playing the famous twelve-string?’


‘Right again – the old Tanglewood. Satin tobacco sunburst finish. I wrote “Perplexity Jane” on that.’


‘And Major Ronnie Henderson came to see you, and signed you up to his stable?’


‘Yes. His stable – which was like that very dirty one in Greek mythology. It was a bit of a mixed blessing being signed up by Major Ronnie. The Stones and the Beatles were about to get up and running, but Major Ronnie – or Colonel Ronnie, as he referred to himself after a particularly good lunch – was still thinking in terms of Tommy Steele. He thought a young singer should be a sort of cheeky chappie. Artful Dodger kind of thing.’


‘Hence the old trademark. I mean, you’d be doing that in all the photos.’


‘Yes, I was pretty constantly trademarking back then. But all those photos are lost. At least, I hope they are.’


‘Your hair would change a lot.’


‘My hair’s always changed a lot. It’s very versatile, my hair. I don’t see why anybody would want the same style every day, any more than they’d wear the same shirt every day. But mainly I had a quiff – a black one. Think a young Cliff Richard only more menacing.’


‘You were a rocker, in that case?’


‘No, because I was playing an acoustic, and I would wear cardigans. With toggles! This was on the advice of Major Ronnie who, as I’ve intimated, was basically from the music-hall era. He’d been in the Guards, so naturally he was … well, need I say more? He dragged me away to a dank basement off Shaftesbury Avenue, where he set about grooming me for stardom. A doomed project, I fear.’


‘What went on in that basement?’


‘Put it like this: Ronnie had a recording studio in there, a photographic studio, and a very unmade double bed.’


‘Ronnie’s dead now isn’t he?’


‘To say the least.’


‘What was the music like?’


‘Pop-folk – a bit Seekers. By the way, Abi, don’t let anybody tell you The Seekers aren’t cool. Brilliant chord changes. They were a big influence on my writing. At the time, I had a really nice little thing called “Window Shopping”. It was concerned with all the frustrations of the world, one of which was Ronnie Henderson. Naturally, he didn’t like it. Called it droopy. Hated minor chords, did Ronnie. I mean, he didn’t know what a minor chord was but he hated them. He didn’t much like middle eights either, and there was a really nice middle eight in “Window Shopping”. Kind of mood swing. It went upbeat at that point, albeit briefly.’


‘It was never released, was it? Because I think I know all your back catalogue, even the rarities.’


‘No, Abi, it never was, and now it never will be.’


‘Because you’ve given up music.’


‘That’s about the size of it.’


‘You know, I find that hard to believe, for an artist so … ’


Young Abigail had been lagging behind, what with having to get down all her hero’s bons mots, and now she was gone. Everything Lee had said (or thought) had been true. In their ‘conversation’ they had encompassed the first false start of his music career.


As he closed in on his target, Lee was thinking of how Soho had been different then. There’d been plenty of normal shops as well as the pubs and clubs. Now it was all lurid reds and yellows, and the hot sky sagging down over Wardour Street was itself red, because it was that kind of summer’s evening. He walked on, past Books ’n’ Mags … Mags ’n’ Books … Bed Show … Striptease … until he came to the shop he wanted. It had no name, unless you counted the word DUREX written in white on a big red board over the door. The façade appeared to be made of a series of propped red and yellow boards, like a house of cards. Alongside the usual products aimed at the lonely gentleman was a slightly unexpected tonsorial theme: HAIRPIECES AND WIGS, A LL HAIR DYES AND RINSES; ALSO SUNGLASSES – AMERICAN AND CONTINENTAL.


He’d thought of this place immediately on learning that Pam was able to name the brand of sunglasses in which he’d intended stepping out this evening. The proprietor was sitting at his little counter and reading the London Evening Chronicle, with the radio playing. Bloody ‘Chirpy Chirpy Cheep Cheep’. Lee would have hated its cloying refrain (‘Where’s your mama gone?’) anyway, but it had also been the big success in the year of Lee’s big failure; and its release in ’71 had coincided with the death of his own mama in the big house in Devon, which had left him exposed to the full force of his father, until he too had kindly died, leaving all his money to Lee – betokening lack of imagination rather than paternal love.


The bloke – who was about as beautiful as the average sex shop proprietor – was giving Lee the once-over, but then nobody did anything less with Lee. He went into the one dusty corner that was free of porn and picked up a pair of sunglasses – Ray-ban knock offs. He read the amusing price: 60p. He put them on but there was no mirror, so he turned to the proprietor.


‘What do you reckon?’ he said, lifting the glasses up.


‘Look all right,’ the bloke said, grudgingly. But the moment Lee handed over the money he said, ‘What else do you think I’m going to say? That you look a right dick?’


Lee smiled and put the sunglasses back on. ‘I know I don’t look like a right dick. You, my friend, I’m not so sure about.’


He stepped out of the shop, and back into the dirty red sunshine. A cab was coming along; he hailed it by waving the sunglasses.


‘Where to?’ said the cabbie, and that indeed was the question.


Lee didn’t actually know where he was going. It was a very important decision for him and others, but he didn’t know. Then again, only he would be making this decision, so why not savour the moment?


‘Head sort of west,’ he said.


‘Chelsea?’


‘Yeah.’


Why not? He hadn’t really been to Chelsea since coming back to London. He realised he hadn’t yet checked his look in a mirror, so he shuffled across the back seat to see himself in the driver’s rear-view. The white quiff was holding up nicely: good job he wasn’t even slightly receding. The greenness of his eyes was also extraordinary. The driver was watching him in the rear-view – and smiling. A queer cabbie: now that was a turn-up! Nice-looking chap too, with his five o’clock shadow and leather jacket. Touch of the Al Pacinos. He seemed to be sucking a sweet … Yes, and he was now bringing it to the front of his mouth, and kind of baring his teeth, letting Lee see that it was a Polo mint, exhibiting the circularity of it. Well, each to his own. Lee grinned.


Trademark?


Definitely not, in view of what was coming.


On the King’s Road, the driver said something Lee didn’t catch. He leant forward, asking him to repeat it.


‘See the little punks.’


‘Oh,’ said Lee. ‘Yeah. It’s their scene now.’


And they were welcome to it. Apparently, the punks didn’t give a fuck about anything. Unfortunately that extended to their music, but they interested him. Their look – essentially drainpipes and leather jackets – wasn’t new, but then design was re-design, as he had very often told young Abigail. Also, they had a Situation going on, in their own primitive way.


They were passing the Chelsea Kitchen. Suitable venue? No, because the tables were in booths; no sightlines. Now came the Pheasantry night club, where he’d watched others living the life he ought to have lived. He’d seen Jagger in there once, and he’d given Lee a direct look from the other side of the red rope. It had been a look of pure jealousy, because Lee was by far the better looking man. Now they were passing The Rag Machine. What a name! No wonder the punks smelt blood. He remembered it as Tara Browne’s place. Or had it been in South Ken back then? God, he was getting old. Coming up on the left the Chelsea Potter, which he’d once been chucked out of because of a shout-up match with Bob Barton the drummer, who wouldn’t play the little fills Lee’s songs required but just slammed away like he was in Deep Purple. Thoughts of Barton always triggered memories of their big interview, in the Melody Maker. Barton, drunk, boasting of the diversity of his musical tastes. Stockhausen had come into it, for heaven’s sake! Nonetheless that was the interview they had reprinted on the album sleeve.


This jaunt down memory lane wasn’t working out too well. Whether the places reminded him of his first disillusionment in the early Sixties, the years of hustling that followed or the short flight of Picture Show … it was equally bad either way.


In spite of this being cocktail hour on a warm Friday evening, there weren’t enough people on the Road; and the ones who were there looked tired and badly dressed, staggering on their stack heels, reeling from the traffic noise and fumes. At this rate, he’d have to close the taxi window. He kept seeing those big Rovers, one of which his old man had driven, which resembled wardrobes laid on their sides, or giant moving coffins. Now they were coming up to World’s End. All the real action had been down here, and this was where the punks were brewing up their rebellion. He looked for Hung on You and Mr Freedom: both gone. He’d sort of known that. He couldn’t remember in which of the two he’d paid three guineas for a velvet appliqué suit. A tonic, to cheer him up, since things were already on the slide at that point.


Proper Fulham now. But there were no real venues here. Leaning forward with a nice smile in spite of everything, Lee asked the driver to turn around. So here came the King’s Road again, but this time he didn’t look.


He got out of the cab on Sloane Square. He put on the green jacket, so that he was once again a man in a green suit. He walked into Colbert and had two glasses of white wine, which did something to improve his mood. Colbert was a pretend French brasserie, and always had been: an old reliable compared to those fleeting King’s Road joints. As he stood at the zinc bar, he was getting a lot of looks, but Colbert was too formal.


Stepping out, he put on the cheap sunglasses, and he knew he was smiling even though he hadn’t consciously smiled. All he required now was a small collection of women (or men).


Lee stood beneath the blazing neon of the Royal Court sign. What with the circulating buses – people standing on the platform, trying to catch a breath of air – and the many open-topped cars, the traffic was like a merry-go-round. It hypnotised him for a while. Then he headed east, thinking of Belgravia. Lovely word, and an interesting place of rather aristocratic sleaze – Lord Lucan territory! But he didn’t get that far, because when he passed Eton Terrace, he heard ‘Happy Birthday’ being sung by some women. It was coming from that little boozer called The Antelope, so he went inside: a cosy wooden world full of trapped sun, and slowly unwinding fag smoke – and there was a table-full of women wearing paper hats. The singing carried on. They were consistently a semitone flat. They were about a dozen in number; quite a healthy collection of middle-class girls in floaty skirts – that sort of gypsy vibe – and he was looking at all of them.


Then he looked at one of them.




About the same time.


Paris


‘You positively bounded up those stairs,’ said Syl. ‘You’re demob happy.’


Charles put the newspaper and the cigarettes on the velvet cloth of the table. From her chair, Syl regarded them sceptically. She had perhaps expected some bonus present from her son, by way of apology for his impending trip: a Maigret novel from a book box on Quai Voltaire perhaps. (She read crime novels constantly, and if she was in a bad mood, she would laboriously recount the plots, defying Charles to tell her to shut up.) But Charles didn’t feel very guilty. She was no longer up to accompanying him to Nice; her young French friend/personal slave, Jasmine, could look after her rather better than Charles could, and it was accepted on both sides that he needed an annual escape.


At punctuation points like this he would see the flat as others would see it: draped green and red velvet, stacked books, floating dust; two zig-zagging Chinese screens annoyingly blocking the way to the bedrooms. Paper, kindling and coal in the fireplace, ready for the slightest drop in temperature. The flat was in part a storeroom for Syl’s purchases at the Vanves flea market – one of the few remaining places that inspired her to actually walk. Currently she was ‘into’ portable writing bureaux of the early nineteenth century. Charles recalled that they were due a visit from her slightly criminal friend Gustave, the antique dealer. He would arrive with his little, very French van (it had those peculiar vents in the side) and there would be a clearout of the flat, and a little pile of cash left on the velvet table cloth. But sometimes Syl bought from Charles, and on one occasion Charles had made a purchase.


It was a year after his arrival in Paris. He had accompanied Syl to Gustave’s dusty warehouse in Belleville. They had come to a series of sinister black metal cabinets – tall and thin, and vented like the van. Smiling, Gustave had asked Charles how he would like to ‘acheter de la sécurité’. He had then unlocked one of the cabinets to reveal half a dozen shelves within – a handgun on each shelf. The guns were black, like the cabinet, and they looked modern to Charles, but they all dated from the War. Gustave said that, because of the War, and the occupation, ‘La France est inondée des armes.’ The implication was that, since gun ownership was so common, Charles might as well join the club. Gustave had recommended a small pistol – that he described as an ‘M.A.B. Model C’ – because it was ‘nice to hold’. He had shown Charles how to remove and insert the magazine, which contained five rounds. It would come with a spare magazine, and Charles could always return for more ammo if required … which was presumably a joke on Gustave’s part. He knew that Charles lived under a shadow and he could not have been envisaging him using more than one of those rounds – and that on himself.


Syl said, ‘Have you had your first smoke, Cal?’


The affectionate ‘Cal’, so he was off the hook as far as the present was concerned.


‘I had it in the park. I’ll take the second one on the balcony. Are you coming?’


She frowned. ‘Where are you going to be staying again?’


‘I haven’t decided yet.’


‘Extraordinary.’


But she knew his preferences. He would find a little pension near the station, where English people were unlikely to be encountered.


Ten minutes later, he had got her out on the balcony, and they were smoking with the pichet of white wine and the plate of salted almonds between them. The pichet was one of Syl’s antiques, and its size – small – ensured that Charles would not have more than two glasses. The balcony overlooked the Jardin du Luxembourg, the lonely, northerly part of it that they never entered when they were actually in the Jardin. Syl lit her cigarette. ‘Don’t walk up Colline du Château in the heat of the day.’


‘As if I would.’


‘Avoid the tourists’ rosé, especially in quantity because it’ll give you a terrible headache. Wear a hat at all times.’


‘Not indoors, surely?’


‘In the places you go, it hardly matters.’


‘Of course, I will be frequenting the gay bars,’ he said.


This was a joke, although he had once had one of his little adventures when they were together in Nice. It had begun with his ordering an entire bottle of rosé when they were supposed to be having their aperitif. Over their dinner he’d drunk all of it, then excused himself to go off on the prowl. Syl had probably guessed the dénouement: a grope on the stony beach.


‘You’ll notice I’m keeping silence,’ she said, and she began munching some nuts. After a while, she said, ‘I do wish I was coming with you.’


‘So do I.’


‘Rubbish.’ She smiled at him in her manipulative way. She pointed at the wine, inviting him to pour her some more. ‘I loved the antique places at the harbour, and what’s that stationery shop called?’


Papetière Rontani, at 5 Rue Alexandre Rontani. Articles de Bureaux. They both loved that shop on a hot afternoon, with its wooden cabinets, and a smell of paper and glue.


‘What was in that letter you had?’ she said. (It was perhaps the thought of stationery that had prompted her to ask the question just then.)


‘Nothing to worry about.’


She sipped her wine. ‘I don’t believe you.’


‘It was from Pat Price. Remember him? He’s coming to Paris again, wants to meet up. It’s going to be no trouble at all to put him off.’


Not believing him, she pouted, which she ought not to do, because of the powdery lines around her mouth. It was a shame, because she’d been having one of her beautiful moments immediately beforehand.


He said, ‘Of course, I’ll bring you some glacé fruits from Maison Auer.’


‘Please don’t bother,’ she said (which meant he must do it). ‘I will probably be feeling very fat when you come back. You know how Jasmine is always cooking.’ Jasmine insisted she eat an evening meal. Left to themselves, she and Charles only had nuts – sometimes a lot of nuts – instead of dinner.


She lifted up her glass, then put it down again. ‘Twenty-five years this summer,’ she said, and she smiled – one of her ‘brave’ ones – at Charles. ‘Do you want my spare cigarette, Cal? I know you do.’


She was right about that, of course.




Later the same night.


London


At two o’clock on Saturday morning, Lee was in the 100 Club on Oxford Street. He sat at a sticky Formica-topped table, on which stood half a dozen plastic pint glasses, but they were nothing to do with Lee: he was sipping a cognac and Coke. It had not been possible to go home. He had thought of going to Maunkberry’s or Tramp. He wasn’t a member of either but he’d always been able to blag his way in. Then again, there was a danger of being recognised in those music industry places. The 100 was OK territory because it was not really part of the pop scene. It was just a big red noisy hangar with pictures of jazzers around the walls. They were all young men, but they looked like one’s father. On the weekends, the jazz gave way to R’n’B, so four villainous-looking blokes were chugging through a number that might have been called something like ‘Back In The Night’.


As he watched about fifty dancers dancing, Lee himself was ‘back in the night’.


The programme had begun. About half an hour after he’d trademarked the girl, the birthday party had broken up. She’d lingered with her friends on the far side of the bar, but with many glances in Lee’s direction. Whether he’d then come up to her, or she’d come up to him, was difficult to say. Anyhow, they had converged. He could tell by her print dress that she was a conservative sort of girl, so he said, ‘Sorry about that. A bit crass … ’


‘What?’


‘The … you know. Eye contact.’


‘The wink?’


‘You put it with a rather brutal frankness,’ he said, laughing, ‘but I suppose that’s what it was. It was just a way of saying hello. A nod would have done just as well.’


‘I think a wink … sorry, that rhymes. I think it’s fine if you can get away with it. You did it very fast. I nearly didn’t notice.’


‘Did your friends notice?’


‘No, but I told them. I said, “That man’s just winked at me.” My dad used to wink at me when I was a little girl. He did it very quickly, like you. I liked it.’


‘And what did it mean, when he did that?’


‘It meant … everyone’s stupid in this world except the two of us. What did your wink mean?’


It seemed she was quite a bit bolder than her dress.


‘It didn’t quite mean that,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to exempt myself from the stupidity of the world. I’m probably part of it. But I think it meant … well, let’s wait and see what it meant, shall we?’


‘I like your ensemble.’


Ensemble. It would turn out she worked in publishing. He had noticed several paperback books in her big denim bag: a professional quantity.


Lee said, ‘I was a bit worried about the colour.’


‘I think the green is somehow really brought alive by the black buttons on your shirt.’ Clearly, she was undressing him mentally.


‘You should see my white jump suit.’


‘You’re kidding.’


He smiled an ambiguous smile – a good one.


‘Now,’ she said, going red, ‘that can’t be your natural hair colour.’


‘Of course not. I’d be a freak of nature if it was!’


‘What is your natural colour?’


‘Would you believe I’ve forgotten?’


‘No.’


‘You’re quite right. It’s sort of mousy, I’m afraid.’


‘And what do you do? For a living.’


‘Can I buy you a drink?’


It was another two hours before he could get her out of the pub, and she was quite drunk by then. She had kept flitting between Lee and her birthday party colleagues. She had apparently wanted to introduce Lee to them, but he had remained on his side of the bar, justifying this with self-deprecatory stuff like, ‘Oh, I’d only bore them,’ and it seemed to him that she wasn’t overwhelmingly keen on presenting him. She possibly did think he was a freak of nature, albeit a beautiful one, and this was all just as well, because he didn’t want to be too describable by them.
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