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"You can't connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future." ― Steve Jobs
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FOREVER
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Indigo drizzle on window glass, a fluidic face, a mercurial face, diffuses into a starfield sparkling blue and gold, and it seems that I remember . . .

––––––––
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September 10, 1990

The moon, the huge moon, illuminates twin priests of death. A hefty pair they are, tall and wide, syncopated swaggers projecting menace. Felt fedoras, Burberry trench coats, shades, cool they are, dead cool commercial killers with sinister credentials. 

In they go, shear the chain with a bolt cutter, sideslip wrought iron double gates. Four paces on the drive, they stop, survey particulars of an unlit Victorian mansion, exchange glances, fasten on the garage. 

Alone in there, unconcerned, their quarry, wizened, decrepit, ravaged by a lifetime of perversions, aged before grown old, relishes a photograph of adolescent erotica held in arthritic fingers. He navigates a circle of circumstance, draws no conclusion. He has no future vision. A jab at the push-button, mechanism actuated, an aluminium up-and-over grates up, clanks over. Merciless moonlight (arc light on a film set) irradiates an eddying mist (mists of the Moirai, of karma), silhouettes twin assassins, a right-hander, a left-hander, aiming their guns at him; deadly symmetry.

The hoary wiseguy is unimpressed by theatrics. In this B movie, as in countless others, as it’s been in his dirty dollar screenplays of enthusiastic sadism, hostile sex, corrupted and busted lives, martyrdom was leastways the theoretical denouement. He’d taken a gamble, must take a bullet, Lucifer’s bullet. But the assassins are not all done. Crueller than cruel, they interpose an intermission in which desperation can marinade, a recess for plea bargaining. They have misappraised this wiseguy’s faculty for fear. He has no grovelling entreaties to snivel, no swansong. He waits. He waits them out. 

Patience can bring rewards. His patience is rewarded by a dulcet sound.

“It’s payback time,” the woman says, cliché Hollywood, how else?

The hired gunmen stand aside. She materialises. It is her. She should have come, and she has, come for an extra roll of the dice. With a trademark sneer, he hungrily devours incarnation of his photograph.

“We knew the way it would be.”

“You gave me no choice,” she says, reading from the script. 

The mist thins. The moon beams. A fetid chasm between them, he sees what he sees (obsession) as she sees what she sees (revulsion), and in an inflamed millisecond of eye-to-eye closure is affirmed.

Semi-automatics cocked, chk-chk, the no-option option is dispatched without further ado. 

She does not flinch.

And close to the edge, far away, his future bogus, bygones an illusion, a knower of nothing at the end of knowing is simultaneously resigned to extinction. Five hundred feet beneath him, white horses leap its craggy limestone platform, explode against the cliff. An ominous immensity amasses in the inky sea.

A tsunami rears up. 

Bullets scorch the air.

The victim spasms, puppet on a string, drops to the tarmac. The terminal rattles of an also-ran linger as sluggish rivulets transfuse a treacly garnet puddle. 

The wave crests.

But at the edge there is no climactic calamity for the victim’s counterpart, is no carriage across the fog. At its rage and roar zenith, the waterwall vaporises and he too hears a dulcet sound, hears the sound of angel-song, in the surf, on the wind, angel-song. Cyan and orchid bleed in, the dawn, and hope. 

Zippos flare; cigarette break, job done, killers at ease. The woman cuts the filament attaching her to her nemesis and leaves it with the corpse, walks, halts. A car has blocked the driveway. One of the hitmen looks to the heavens, shakes his head, his comrade gawps. Factoring in an eyewitness had been neglected.

They co-ordinate.

Scanners sweep the vehicle, probe its interior. Highlighting created by the dashboard instruments is dim, but a silvery lucence from that lunar obesity hanging in the sky canopying this damnable quantum of God’s earth, discloses the viridian tinted intruder’s identity.

The woman is mineralised, Lot’s wife, stricken by an impossibility. 

“Get me out of here!” 

The men are not listening. They have ways of removing nuisances. It is what they do, and they do it meticulously, do it with professional pride. They converge on the obstruction.

“No!”

Tyres screech, the car accelerates into its driver’s hereafter, abandoning a murderess and her hired guns to theirs. The killers shimmy into an agitated, less cool, but no less stylised shuffle, vent expletives, dumbly scrutinise the deserted road, holster their Colt .38s.

One troops off, muttering. 

“We should go ma’am,” his sidekick drawls. 

She doesn't respond. She is puzzled by a sulphury, seaweedy smell, a salty smell, the smell of the sea . . . and a rumble of distant thunder.

This ain’t documentary, this is melodrama. This is . . .

Liquid configuration evolves in a raindrop starfield, mouthing ‘my only clear memory, is arriving’, the stare petitioning explanation. I cotton on. A sense of who and where I am re-surfaces, a sense of why, a sense of now. 

*
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Motel Du Bois; cheaply constructed in precast concrete, prefab drab, a full-length balcony servicing the upper deck, its squared-off ‘U’ layout enclosing the courtyard where automobiles rest patiently whilst masters and mistresses languish, or recuperate, or are colluding. It is a classic highway refuge, emblematic of cagey transience, genre stereotyping acquired from cinematic imagery of hideaways for transgressives, conspirators and outcasts, of escapist anonymity and ill-omened trysts, insubordinate grifters, impropriety and crime in legendary Americana. Felons planning a heist, or dividing the spoils, malcontents and fugitive desperados would be at home here, the Du Bois phlegmatic if surrounded by Feds, unfazed by shoot-outs. But for me there is an alternative, British connotation. The mercantile tract Rue Saint Jacques intersects is unconducive to vacationing, yet the motels’ flat roof, dove-grey cladding, the uniformity of its peppermint doors, conjures up, for me, a vintage era English holiday camp, albeit with garish neon signage.

Local intelligence advised safest approach was a plot of land bordering the supermarché where I’d park my hired Honda Civic, with strict instructions; do not use a torch. Unmentioned was easing past a flotilla of stinking dumpsters would be necessary. Unemphasised was vegetation screening the northerly aspect of Motel Dubois, dense, thorny vegetation. Snagged a pocket squeezing through gaps, ripped my trousers, and I trod in a gooey mass, which is never pleasant, extremely unpleasant at night, exceedingly unpleasant when this unidentifiable, gelatinous excrescence releases strangulated farts like gasses squirted from a balloon. Made me shudder, imagining the organism glued to the sole of my shoe as I scraped it off on the grass.

I’m outside a door, a peppermint door, decoding a numeral, 43.

The balcony has conveniently unobtrusive janitorial access, where I’d been thinking “this is handy,” rescinding “handy”, thinking “might be a complication.” (Room forty-three, the room we are in, could not have been farther from where I was humming and hawing). “Inconspicuously progressing might be a mite tricky. Stealthy, I’ll have to be stealthy or . . .” and I’m at the door, fat celestial beads spangling a saturated Prussian firmament, at the door deciphering a hieroglyph. 

Being in a different country, not very long ago being thousands of miles to the east, was beyond plausibility. Existential conformation and causation were, at best, scrambled. A biochemical potpourri of alcohol, weed, speed, the sedatives during my flight, had extracted its toll. Disembarkation, retrieving the Honda, motoring here from Mirabel, the supermarché and tackling the obstacle course, had the cogency of a trance, and reception had gone down five or six risers into my ascent. Creeping the length of the balcony, however subjectively protracted those minutes had been, they were blank.

Purpose. Connectedness. 43.

So, I am at the door, dissevered snippets of haphazard events all I have, rationality sputtering. Yet there is connectedness. There is purpose. There’s danger too, proximate danger, imminent danger. But this danger cannot deflect from purpose, cannot exert traction on momentum, momentum with an impetus not of valour or nobility, flaming dove momentum, purer impetus.

Tentative taps insufficient, a contingency procedure is put into effect.

Yale cylinder locks present no technical challenge. I have the craft. But bypassing locks of any category is no piece of Madeira when nimble precision is critical, clandestine malfeasance has the pulse galloping, and you haven’t twigged heebie-jeebies are unfounded, you’ve not twigged it’s a wonder the door hasn’t helpfully been left on the latch by a crooked concierge with sod all intention of prevention. 

The lock’s fifth pin snicked.

Purpose. Connectedness. 43. Momentum.

An olfactory impression of the interior, its subtly pervasive tincture of tobacco and petroleum, junk food and deodorant, was more a formulation of nasal intuition than an aroma, a susceptivity to the aromatic residue of all who had slept here, the spectre of their cumulative tang, infusions of despair.

Click of the switch sixty watts demystified our makeshift abode; single beds, an ensemble of outlet furniture, obsolescent Philco television unnecessarily affixed to the wainscot with crude brackets, dun coir carpet, tastelessly mundane décor in keeping with a hinterland’s utilitarian function . . . and alarm triggers. Itemising had brought into view alarm triggers; an upended wastebasket, lopsided standard lamp, an empty Smirnoff bottle on a floor littered with polystyrene cups, on a cabinet an unemptied bottle of vodka with an overturned pharmaceuticals jar, pills strewn, and on the bed . . . on the bed a motionless form. 

The shock of cadaverous inanimacy detonated with veritable force.

Nauseated by the presumption I was too late, their patience had waned and they’d done her in, I re-hit the switch. Instead of darkness our room lit up moody blue. 

And I’m window gazing, gazing loopholes in perception, soothed by neon, pulsing neon, with the unemptied bottle in my hand, a foil sachet of Hindu Kush on the sill, which won’t help, will not help at all.

I swig. I skin up. I lose my way in constellations.

Cinéma vérité, it ain’t, theatre of the mind, it is. 

Later: indigo drizzle, fluid authenticity, reciting ‘my only clear memory, is arriving’ (from some movie?), a street ballet (from where?) recedes into the ‘as is’ of out there, and what should have been an unremarkable urban perimeter vista, what is ‘out there’, solidifies in Technicolor, radiations from gaudy hoardings flaring the margins of outlets and dealerships, depositories, gated lots, a 24/7 diner, generating holographic halos, bathing me in blue-violet, pulsing blue-violet.

And the sense of who I am, where I am, re-surfaces.

Paranormal tomfoolery hadn’t finished with me.

Brow to pane, tracking droplets, tracking their fickle paths, fickle as paths that have led us here, the window becomes my mirror. On the bed is a boudoir-posed Aphrodite. Captured by the gravitational field of a spellcaster, I’m inching closer, closer, lustily mapping contours, she is mine, she is mine, she is . . . and a sabre swipe of brilliance eviscerates moody blue, dispels apparition.

Nested in disarrayed bedding, is a body.

Not a body. The body.

Cannot be, cannot be this ending, cannot be this ending for her, for she who touches me as does the breeze, who settles me, to whom I have surrendered. This can’t be the ending of us. This is sacrilege.

But this is no ending.

From within a pod awash with addled ravings I can see . . . do I see? Do I? Yes, I categorically do. Accustomed to our aquarium environment, I see the swell. I see a barely visible respiration swell. And it is her, I see her, who she should be, how she should be, alive!

Starling syllables scattering from sleep, amalgamate a murmuration, a remote refrain that stirs pale memories, quickens my heart. And there are words, words to be said, interwoven in a dialogue of dreams, tangled up in blue.

Agony of distance, her featherweight somniloquy urging me on, “I love you, love you, love you,” is my mantra, are my ‘words to be said’. “I love you, have always loved you, always will, and I am here for you. I will eternally be here for you, loving you, will be here for you through all of this . . . all of this . . .?”

But breakers inundating our lagoon, backwash her into an otherworld ocean.

Breath of life, tousled, becalmed, none so treasured; bloody hell, this holy need of her. 

Metronomic indigo.

It’s here, it’s a figment, an abstract, elusive figment, the where, the when, the what and the why. It’s a midnight-blue conundrum, interpretation a Gordian knot. I keel onto the unoccupied bed.

Have to hold on. 

Have to hold on, I’m telling myself, have to hold on if I’m to soldier on with whatever this is I am soldiering on with, restating the bleedin’ obvious but off the planet, in a gyratory mayhem of relativity and non-relativity, dissociative being and non-being.

I’m at the window. 

I’m at the window, endeavouring to pry free brass tacks of causality, spill the beans. Tacks will not pry, beans will not spill. Unless I knock off using the stuff I’ve been using, my pacifiers, unless idiocy is obliterated, prospects for coordination will be little or none. If I’m to do something, I must forgo folly, and I have to, I have to do something. 

What I did was a masterstroke. 

A drenching under steaming jets, under cold, steaming, cold, steaming and so forth, cleansed me of encrusting travel weariness, purged grogginess. Despite falling short of optimum efficiency, I rallied from abstract conjecture, re-stitched frayed insight into a notion of why I’m here and what, or who, is driving us towards consequence.

Fermenting in the floss was a gangster’s vile logic. We faced a problem, an abominable problem, a problem to be addressed, post-haste, or it would become a fatally injurious problem. Under drenching jets his fiendish stratagem took on coherence, a stratagem with grim finality.

––––––––
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September 11, 12:30 a.m.

Purpose. Connectedness. 43. Momentum. Consequence.

Have to be decisive.

Have to be decisive but I’m drowsily thinking about her, thinking how it has forever been her, will forever be her, unconditionally her, no substitute. I’m cleansed, I’m refreshed, but I’m knackered, and I am starving. Decisiveness has thus far eluded me and have to be decisive, but downtime has been prioritised, sustenance prioritised. I’m feet up, chomping a bagel, drowsily thinking about her . . . thinking about her, unpacking emotional baggage, (collisions, crossovers, unanswerable ifs), transitioning through scintillating strangeness into an empire of laughter and forgetting.

In the instant of sliding through a reflektor I hear that voice again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SHAPES OF THINGS
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The clearest memory is arriving, where future transforms to ‘now’, where ‘now’ recedes, transforms to a past where the clearest memory is . . . was arriving.

––––––––
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August 1, 1966

Blink, blink, blink.

Lustrous sapphire, too bright, too bright!

Lids seal shut.

Whoever it was that spoke has gone.

Muscular tightness, cranial pressure, the grinding pain of a crackly-crunchy neck flex punitive, but sending looseness, untwining and letting go. Whiff of Nivea lotion, of chlorine, haddock ’n’ chips, volleys of levity, a fairground Wurlitzer, Since I Lost My Baby from a transistor radio . . . let go, let go.

Let Go.

*
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Careful as can be to not scuff scabby grazes to shoulders, hip and knees, he levers himself partway up. Alongside him is a girl, having a siesta, a modern girl, Vidal Sassoon bob, lapping eyebrows, licking cheeks. She groans as she stretches, catlike. He visually caresses her. “Hiya Jimmy,” she purrs, and checks her bikini is correctly arranged. “You all right?” 

They were in a going steady soap opera, romance forevermore, but Jimmy was, Jimmy is, unsteady, and Jimmy has lost that lovin' feeling. For him, forevermore has passed.

He smiles knavishly, dons Ray-Bans.

Depth of field increases; the hoi polloi, swimmers squealing fright-delight at rowdy dive-bombers, lean teens, bathing beauties, sassy lassies, slaphappy laddies in Bermudas, pork-pie hats, daredevils on the boundary wall, re-enacting pop promo slapstick for ‘David Bailey’ and his Instamatic.

But who are these people?

Disjunction, dislocation; it’s confusing sometimes. 

There’s a caucus on the ‘KonTiki’ patio (Tony? Flynn? Carl? Keith?), and an overdressed separatist in Rael Brook poplin, Farah corduroys, scrupulously parted sandy barnet, scrupulous quiff, tanking up on Exeter ale. His left peeper is protected by gauze wadding, his hooter a ripe plumb, but this does not inhibit monocular reconnaissance of three morose modettes (Jackie, Chrissie, Angie?), seated on the lawn. Jackie and Chrissie have tribulations to chew over, skirmishes and betrayals to deconstruct. Angie, who does not, who is sidelined, would be cheerier poolside with the scarlet stag (Paddy?), monarch of her glen. 

Paddy reads books. Beatnik connoisseur of modal jazz, daddio, Paddy flabbergasted them all when he plumped for modification and shaved off his art-bop goatee. Paddy is presently lolling insensible, saliva dribbling, soaking up the UV. Optimistic his success as a seducer would be aided by a tan, but oblivious of scalding’s congruence with browning, he has been basking every sunshiny day. Paddy should have ignored them calling him a pansy and persevered with lashing on the Ambre Solaire from his knapsack of toiletries, but no. He has grilled his lilywhite flesh un-basted. Paddy is not tanned. He is a boiled lobster, chalky discs where his bins ordinarily sit. But he’s succeeded with Angie. Angie is likely tone deaf, likely reads books, and is likely colour-blind.

When he was at school, Steinbeck’s heady draught of seamless prose, East of Eden, had Jimmy sold on literature. Seven years would pass before he read another novel; One Hundred Years of Solitude. 

Jaunty parasols and stripy deckchairs, flowerbeds and a cascade fountain, the central superstructure gussied up in peppermint and lemon, the clock in its tower stuck at four-fifty-four (infallibly accurate twice daily), summertime will soon be done. On an incline west, parkland to the south, oyster-grey chalets align in serried ranks, dumpy caravans cluster, and Jimmy is tensioned by routing of the immortals, by anarchy downscaled to license, taking liberties to taking vacations. 

And guilt, Jimmy is tensioned by guilt.
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CAN’T EXPLAIN
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1963

“C’mon. In ’ere.” 

Tommy Potter, flaxen curls a trim cannot tame, invariably up for a caper, or for some aggravation, hustles Jimmy into the pub. Tommy and Jimmy are underage, are schoolboys, confident slick clobber refutes bumfluff immaturity, and in Southend, on a bank holiday, denizens who give a tuppenny are thin on the ground.

“Aye-aye, ’ere we go.”

Tommy ploughs into a table.

A trio of leather jacketed bikers grab their beers, but the beefiest geezer, greasy ginger pompadour, florid pebbledash mug, receives a pint of Mackeson in his lap.

“Fuckin’ mong!” 

“Couldn’t ’elp it, could I?”

“You done that deliberate, you fuckin’ tosser.” The Greaser is up on his feet, flapping at his soaked jeans, scowling at Tommy. 

Tommy’s “sorry mate” is a cocky jibe.

“Fuckin’ want a caning, you do, dontcha?”

“Do I?”

“Fat git.” Jimmy doesn’t have Tommy’s moxie but mustn’t let on, them’s the rules, and shamming is less of a test as he’s fathomed out what Tommy is plotting.

“You what?”

“Nothing.”

“I’ll fucking do you.”

“You and whose army?” 

He nonchalantly plucks a Guinness coaster from the sopping table, arrows it skyward. The coaster sheers, plunges, rebounds off the bald pate of a bemused codger at the one-arm bandit.

“Fucking smart aleck. Summat to prove, ‘ave ya?” 

Hilarity fizzles.

A chunky, calloused hand, on the end of a chunky, tattooed forearm, has seized Jimmy’s lapel.

“Leave it out.”

“Speak up, sonny.”

“Leave it out, you fat, ginger git,” Tommy clarifies.

Tommy smartly sidesteps a lunge. A whippet is our Tommy. Jimmy backs off. The Greasers are up, up for dishing out a hiding as a team. But who to go for? Tommy’s V-sign is the clincher. They go for the curly scallywag. And Davy’s mob pile in. 

Tommy and Jimmy sling tin ashtrays for a lark, from the melee’s periphery.

“Old Bill,” somebody barks, and they leg it.

*
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Davy Potter had a pad in Maida Vale. Davy and his mates gave Jimmy and Tommy a heads-up on apparel and music, and (vicariously) cosmopolitan women, gave them enhanced savvy in comparison with any above-averagely up-to-date fourth formers. They were the only boys from their cohort with an invite to Linda's. Linda’s dad and mum were gadabouts, gadded until past caring on Fridays and Saturdays. Parties lorded over by elder sibling Maurice, got them in with a streetwise sect, gave them carte blanche to explore the efficacy of stimulants, opportunities to explore the contents of Jaeger twinsets.

Jimmy Eastwood, handsome lad, and the teachers at Acton County Grammar said he was talented. They also said he was easily distracted, reiterated ad nauseam he was slacking and could do better. Jimmy, Christine Magee, Jackie Shaw, were in 4B, Tommy in 4C with Linda Whitaker and Angie Hutchison, and Nigel Bostock. Nigel was a brigand. Tommy and Jimmy were not subject to his dictatorship. Acton County was tolerable, the social side. 

The Broadway Wimpy Bar was preferable, or Metro Café opposite the market in Shepherds Bush, and W.G., a record store specialising in Soul imports, or there was the ABC Bowl on Western Avenue, or the Hammersmith Palais on Mondays (no age prohibition to get round, no aggro). And gusting out of Soho, through Mayfair, Marylebone, Maida Vale and Bayswater, prevailing in outlying districts, was the wind of revolution. Jimmy and Tommy, Chrissie and Linda and Jackie, didn’t need a weatherman. 

Telescopes trained on trendsetters exemplifying the European savoir-faire of Belmondo and Delon, Jean Seberg and Anna Karina, splitting from Elvis fanatics, curds and whey, rubbishing tin-pan idols such as Rick Nelson or Brian Hyland, Brenda Lee, Connie Francis, The Everlys, Americanised Cliff and Marty, they hailed Tamla and Motown America, Chicago blues America, Mary Wells, The Vandellas, The Marvelettes America, Solomon Burke and Chuck Berry America, Anglo R&B from The Rolling Stones.

––––––––
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1964

Enterprising novices moving on up, they mingled with scallies and hellions and drug peddling spivs in seditionary coffee bars, in music pubs stewarded by landlords indifferent to legality, to mingle with the in-crowd. Davy wangled them membership of the Goldhawk Club, took Tommy and Jimmy on a Whitsun outing to Brighton in his Ford Cortina, to rampage with the invading hordes that hit the headlines, spawned a ‘Folk Devils’ mythology. 

The teachers were right, Jimmy could have applied himself, could have dedicated himself to exams. He could have gone on to college. But subscription to a hedonistic order was an expense not covered by his seventeen shillings and sixpence from a paper-round. Cash the linchpin, he ditched G.C.E. O levels, bailed out, no objections raised. In working class families it’s what you did. You worked, you paid your way.

A clerk’s administrative drudgery was meagre improvement on labouring with scholastic pedantry, but wages funded French crop maintenance at a Mayfair salon and an unrestricted wardrobe of Sta Prest, Levi’s, shirts from Harry Fenton, Clarks desert boots, Adidas sneakers, premium gear that included a barathea blazer and a cashmere sweater from Cecil Gee, tailored threads scissored and sewn by Sam Arkus or from Montague Burton, Bass Weejuns tassel loafers. Prettified and in vogue, he could walk tall in those neoteric melting pots where it counted most; The Scene, the Flamingo, the Marquee and La Discotheque. He would be made. With means and mentality to live for the moment, he’d be omnipotent, la dolce vita would be his. 

But anything that can go wrong, will go wrong. It’s the law.

*
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A punch-up in The Goldhawk; not what you’d call a rarity. Potential for aggro was not oppressive but it was prevalent, there was an ambient hum. Grandstanding chancers, energised by their arrogance, by testosterone, adrenaline, by amphetamines or booze or both, will inevitably provoke. Fighting is the rough to go with the smooth, in Jimmy’s opinion, on a par with comedowns and hangovers. He has a vanity-led perspective on brawling (it can ruin your clothes, your face), and is not predisposed to gladiatorial bravado. He can sham gutsiness, artfully defend himself, had to, credibility would be dented if he didn’t, but Jimmy is not skilled, he is not zealous, and thuggery dismays him.

Brighton had been a riot, not of the magnitude reported in the tabloid press, not with vandalism or casualties much greater than on any Whitsun weekend, but it did happen, the mass influx of scooter Mods, the massed marauding, the hellraising. It was a riot, but it wasn’t a war zone. Combat was sporadic, bodily harm inflicted on a few unfortunates ambushed by hooligans, or those within range of the prat who threw rocks. Fred Perry polo, ice blue strides, bleached crewcut, he was the biz, but how he scoped the crowded beach had bothered Jimmy. His tongue thrust behind lower lip, jut-jawed, he wasn’t exactly wild-eyed but he was scoping, scoping with destructive intent, toting a skull fracturing boulder! And when he bunged the boulder, this imbecile didn’t lob it, he did not sling his palaeolithic projectile with imprecise accuracy, he propelled the thing with a homicidal lunatic’s lethal determination. Jimmy detested him. He detests all his vicious breed. The ape cherry-picked another rock, and stared at Jimmy as he rose . . .

“Wotcher, gotcha,” Carter hooted, clamping him in a headlock. “Want some of my popcorn?”

Luckily, he’d been ‘deer-in-the-headlights’ and what his allies will have seen of the standoff, if they had seen it, was him not turning tail on the ape. What the ape will have seen, luckily, is he had allies.

Jimmy’s ‘muckers’, Tommy apart, were ahead of him in years. Alliance with Peter and Derek, Roy Beckett, Tony Lewis, Paul, Flynn and Carl Saunders, apportioned him status, and though Carter’s drollery cracked him up, ‘Sumo’ could use his bulk, lived up to his nickname. Keith Bouhier was a rampant loon.

A punch-up in The Goldhawk; ogling a girl who has a boyfriend, a bump or an off the cuff remark, an arbitrary hissy-fit, who cares, Jimmy doesn’t, but the ruckus is veering in his direction and he is tensing, fists clenching. Enter John Knowles, to inform the bouncers he will be arbitrating this none of his business fracas. The bouncers dispute jurisdiction. Ten seconds; dispute terminated. You can’t argue when doubled up, puking, can’t argue if you have been KO’d. You cannot argue with John Knowles. From the centre of a clearing he threatens onlookers with a domineering shufti, straightens his tie and cuffs, regales them with a grin. Nobody dares hinder his unhurried departure, or the exodus of a posse trailing in his slipstream.

On the way to the tube station, John takes five at the corner of Lime Grove. He ejects a Stuyvesant from its soft-pack like he’s some New York hood, and lights up. Scrappers are normally pumped or fidgety when they’ve come out on top, but not him.

John Knowles, a bullnecked, pug nosed, toothy commando, smart enough in his size too small blue serge suit from Moss Bros, his Loake brogues, with his Steve McQueen snip, is ‘plugged in’, but is not in phase. Music doesn’t animate him, girlfriends are treated as tarts. John Knowles is a philistine, an uncouth philistine. When he strode into the Palais in the manner of a dignitary, they’d been quizzical, they had been wary.

Tony couldn’t let it be.

“Smug swine, with his classy bird an’ all. Too classy for him.”

“Aye-aye, ’ere we go.” 

“Awright mate?”

“Kosher schmutter is that, your Crombie,” was John’s opener. If he was hacked off by Tony’s brash incursion, it wasn’t noticeable. “Tiptop ain’t it. Must have cost a pretty penny. You local?” 

“Yeah,” was all Tony could say. 

“None too shabby, is she?”

John winked, had a word in the ear of his ‘Audrey Hepburn’ posh ‘n’. 

“Hooja fink I am?” was her comeback, common as muck. 

“I’m John. What’s your ’andle, mate?”

“Me Tony.” Shoddy punctuation marred gift of the gab.

“Me Tarzan.” John grinned his toothy grin. “No offence, Tone.”

“Yeah.”

“So, where’s it at in your manor? This shithole don’t measure up.” 

“We like it.”

John clocked the bystanders.

“Relax, chaps. What’s yer poison? Had me a result at Kempton, my shout.”

Tony said he had a date and sloped off. The rest were content with John’s affability, were biddably content. This wasn’t because he is Genghis Kahn ferocious, wasn’t because he had a platoon of gorillas in reserve, this was because of the undertow to affability, of trenchant, bigoted authority. John is not tigerish, he is overbearing. Biddably content is how you have to be. When Peter pitched up with a “wotcher mate,” and it transpired he and John were members of Wandsworth YMCA, where they boxed, tickety-boo. 

A stony reprobate was the consensus when he fetched up at the Palais, lording it, and demonstration of his talent, a talent for sedate brutality, has established he is of a loftier brethren. Jimmy cannot suss why he’s with them, they’re with him, why they’re on the corner of Lime Grove, having a smoke with this hard nut. He cannot suss it out but will go with the flow, go with an amalgam of awe and antipathy.

“All shipshape? Get a wiggle on?”  

“Yeah, Goldhawk’s bolloxed for us.”

“Sorry chaps. Gotta do what you gotta do.”

“Not your fault, John.”

“Goin’ up West, are we?”

“Is the pope Catholic?”

“And it’s early. We could go for a bite,” Carter suggests.

They all chuckle. 

“Well, we could . . . what?”

*
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Carter was well pleased when they hopped off at Piccadilly Circus so John could swing by Enzo’s. Enzo’s is a traditional caff, yellow Formica and checkerboard flooring, starkly fluorescent, but it does have a majestic, chrome and brass, Italian espresso machine, ‘Gaggia Milano’ embossed. The customers amount to a superannuated queer, a hilariously rouged biddy, lilac-rinse barnet, nicotine roots, (doubtlessly a tom in her heyday), an apprehensive Ted with his ponytailed judy, and three Caribbean geezers in a cubicle adjacent to the servery. 

John sidles off for a conflab with the rudies, while Carter (and his converts) nosh on bacon and egg sarnies. In comes the Chinaman they’d spotted loafing in a bus shelter, Fu Manchu moustache, cradling a tatty raffia bag decorated with daffodils and daisies. He makes a fifth for the cubicle conclave. The conclave concludes with handshakes, cargo for currency, ten bob for Enzo. 

“Skates on. We’re going.” John dispenses dexies, gratis.

They pootle off, destination the Flamingo on Wardour Street, go via Ham Yard. The tiny mews is teeming with fashionistas from The Scene. A squadron of lairy scooter Mods rolls up. John and Peter deal Dexedrine, quid an envelope.

Currency for cargo, ten bob for Pete.

Wardour Street, the witching hour; vendors, touts and punters, prostitutes and ponces, upstaged by the mohair suited or boating blazered, turtlenecked or tab collared tribe of rat-a-tat rabbiting 8-ballers. John has a parley with triumvirate of shady weasels. Their parley is furtive, and humourless.

Nearing the Flamingo, he directs his posse to sit tight.

“I’ll go and have a natter with the doormen, in private.”

They sit tight, he has a natter, blags six passes.

Puffed up by their mutuality with an agent of Soho wildlife, scoring buckshee admittance, they strut into reverberating halflight, an evocative odour of cigarettes and eau de cologne, Chris Farlowe stoking the rhythm of an itchy call to action, amphetamine rush.

Cooling off, Benzedrine inhalers circulating, a Fräulein from Düsseldorf offers Jimmy a Gauloises. Arm in arm with Anelie, off to the 2i’s, the Torino if the 2i’s has a queue, he recognises Pete, skulking in a portico outside the Duke of Wellington pub.

“Whatcha mate.” Jimmy hollers, and tootles over. “What’s cookin’?” 

“Not much.” But Peter can’t contain a twitch towards a shopfront next to St Anne’s churchyard. 

“Them poor beggars are copping a f-fair ol’ bashin’ ain’t they.” 

“I wouldn’t worry, mate.”

“Who’s worried. Not me. Three onto t-t-two, is it.” Stuttered verbal is echoing. “Hang on a s-s-sec. He sticks a digit in each lug and gives them a joggle to rectify impairment. “John? That’s John. Who’re the goons?”

“Fuck off, Jimmy.”

“But they’re . . .” buildings closing in, Peter stereoscopic. “What y’mean, f-f-f-fuck off?” He waggles his noggin. 

“I mean it’s none of yours. Do yourself a favour and jog on.”

“But they’re . . . they’ve . . . here he comes.”

John looms, bulkier than an ox, convoyed by his henchmen.

“Fuckin’ tea leafs. Blot out what you just had a butcher’s of,” he snorts at Jimmy. “C’mon, Pete.” 

“What the b-b-b-bloody hell’s going on?”

“Ain’t it bleedin’ crystal? John does what he does.”

“Yeah, I s-saw him doing what he does.” 

“Them yobbos was casing clip joints for toffs who’d have chockfull wallets, and robbing them. He totted up they would’ve pocketed at least a ton in readies. It’s not as if the dosh was theirs.” 

“And he does what? Redistributes it to the p-p-p-poor of the parish, does he, like b-b-bloody Robin Hood?”

He’s a wrongun, is what Jimmy wants to say, but doesn’t. We’re all into a bit of malarkey, he wants to say, shoplifting or on the fiddle, converting swag from employers’ warehouses into moolah. We are all a bit delinquent. There is a line though, a line you do not overstep, and on the other side of this line are the obnoxious barbarians, playground savages destined, or doomed, to develop as callous adults. They might posture as proletarian rebels but their ilk are stunted fascists, of a breed reared to be John’s henchmen, to be John, to use violence when swiping lucre or plundering valuables they fancy. And these stunted fascists are not limited to underprivileged have-nots from slum tenements or ropy council estates, and their breed is hardly original. They have been among us since Cain and Abel.

Tommy’s hollering springs Jimmy from rumination to where he is, to where he gormlessly is, Peter eagling him.

“See ya then, Pete.”

Jimmy slews off.

Tommy is chinwagging with a familiar bunch, a bunch he had chinwagged with, hadn’t he, smoking Gauloises . . . where is she? Where is Anelie? 

“Sod it.”

“What?”

“Her.”

“Who?”

“N-n-nobody.”

He cadges Tommy’s Coca-Cola, polishes off his dexies and . . .

. . . temperature tropical, condensation streaming, pulsating atmosphere, Linda and Chrissie by the podium, a hiya flutter, Jackie too, tasty she is, a cracker she is, might be trying it on with her, could be a keeper, could Jackie. John dunks a ten bob note and uppers into his top pocket, introduces Kenny Harrison, hiya Kenny, introduces Spinks, hiya Spinksie, borstal graduates, unuttered rip out your innards aggression, and John is gone, the Rottweilers gone, ‘yeah-yeah and a yeah, yeah’, and Shirley MacLaine in a hooped jersey dress rivals his Harlem shuffle, comes on tight-fit as the tempo slows, I’m A King Bee and Shirley’s name is Lorraine and he can’t fail, ‘I’m gonna tell you how it’s gonna be’, hey, Tommy, hey, Roy, dancing dervishes, ping-ponging into an argy-bargy, aye-aye, ’ere we go, but Bo Diddley’s beat stronger, ‘here I come, beep-beep-beep,’ shing-a-ling-a-linging, whirligigging, barefootin’, Carter galumphing ‘the stomp’ and gnashing his teeth . . . in an alley, urinating, spewing, not coping with that Courvoisier sherbet, swaps it for Coca-Cola, glug-glug-glug, for raging thirst, Dexedrine, g-glug-glug-glug, off on auto to find Jackie, collides with a baboon on the stairs. “Spaz!” Stumbles. “Prat!” Cannot be arsed . . . Martha’s Heat Wave, Dee Dee’s Ride! and Eva’s Loco-Motion, Duke of Earl, Mockingbird, Mickey’s Monkey, Loop De Loop, shaking it cos Otis, he says he must, cos them brothers Isley, they say ‘ooh, come on now, come on now’, Georgie on the soapbox says ‘can’t sit down’ and BlueNote BlueBeat mash and Madness improv is lifting them higher, higher, inexhaustibly higher and higher . . .

*
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Ashen and bedraggled night-owl aficionados wearily shamble through the pearly metropolis. Jimmy is depleted and aching. Jimmy is parched, but he can’t detour for a cuppa at the Metro, not if he’s to sneak in without being confronted. They’ll not give over treating him as a stripling, Mum and Dad, and he hasn’t the stomach for confrontation.

So it began, a disturbance in the background hum and the shift to an edgier ethic. The promised land of attire, soundtrack, that walking tall attitude, could be scary, but not unduly, and was supreme, then came the shift.

––––––––
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1965

Being an insider was a blessing. Being an insider came with perks, perks outsiders would sell their grannies for. John’s calling card nabbed them generous discounts at an outfitters off Ladbroke Grove. His bush telegraph networked them with curators of Aladdin’s caves of filched merchandise and contraband. And as for status, being in with John was an ace up the sleeve. Trouble was, perks came with terms and conditions, his terms, his conditions, status with the premise you followed him, governance uncontested. Trouble was, John could banter, he could be matey, of the collective, but fellowship held no fundamental importance. He was unsparingly scornful and had the sensitivity of a bulldozer. Trouble was, although the crew bowed to none, they were easygoing and non-abrasive, not cockamamie aggressive, but his bullyboy bigotry was reorienting them. Conflict ramped up as entertainment in accordance with John’s tyrannical, jackboot regime, clubland was increasingly becoming overcast by antisocial ugliness, was too often being sabotaged by the gory upshot of trivial discord. Insider status, perks ’n’ all, was a blessing, but the greater blessing would’ve been nonexistence of John Knowles. 

Trouble was, Jimmy fretting he may be an outsider who’d ripped off an insider’s permit and wasn’t truly in with John and Peter, or Derek, Tony and Roy, fretting he should branch off from alliance. But he wanted to walk tall and without them, how could he? How could he walk tall as an outsider? In the interim, Jimmy legitimised absenteeism by hyping up groups they weren’t tapped into at venues they would reject, John would denigrate. 

“The Zambezi.”

“Where the fuck’s the Zambezi?”

“Hounslow.” 

“Hounslow!!”

“The Paramounts are on.” 

“Who the fuck are The Paramounts?” 

“We saw them at the Ricky Tick in Windsor. They’ll be highflyers.”

“You can go fuck ’em, and you can fuck the Ricky fucking Tick and can fuck Windsor too, and you can fuck fucking Hounslow and the Zamfuckingbezi. Poxy Herbert shitholes.”

“I’ll catch up with you in the Mingo.”

“You will and no mistake. We’ll be burgling that chemist off of Leicester Square, with Tommy and you as sentries.

Tommy, Linda and Chrissie went with him to the Zambezi, to a Chuck Berry concert in Lewisham. Linda went with him to Klooks Kleek in Hampstead, The Railway in Harrow, The Oldfield, Greenford. He frequented The Crawdaddy in Richmond and Twickenham’s Eel Pie Island with Tommy, persuaded Keith and Paul south of the river too. Their prerogative, wasn’t it, not his, the way ‘la dolce vita’ ought to be, not Knowles’ way.

There was no way but Knowles’ way.

“Where’d you slope off to Saturday?”

“The Cue, in Paddington.”

“Never ’eard of it.”

“Genuine Ska, pukka Jamaican.”

Justification is meaningless. Conversation with John, inasmuch as this can be called conversation, is tantamount to a third-degree, an SS gruppenfürer chipping at his captive. 

“Fucking spade shithole. Any bovver?”

“Not really. A scuffle when we were leaving. (No bovver whatsoever, as is customary when you’re not in the vicinity). A gobby pillock got on our wick so I gave him a smack and we legged it.”

“You did what?”

“Linda was with me.”

“What’s who was with you got to do with the price of onions, or with it being you what was the pillock?”

“How was I a pillock?”

“Use yer loaf. She’s white meat to them fucking coons, ain’t she, and they were drooling over her and what do you do? You jog off? You wanna toughen up, modboy, wanna be making ’em respect you.”

“He was a prick. It was nothing (literally was nothing).” 

“Your handicap, Jimmy, is you’re flash and reckon you know it all but you do not know fuck all. You ain’t got the gonads for nothing chancy, have ya? Shape up, Jimmy-boy. Shape up or you’re gonna be that wanker what’s trampled on.” 

“I can stick up for us, no sweat,” Jimmy replies, instead of lambasting him with you, John, you are a Neanderthal, and this is the modern world, not the Stone Age, instead of bollocks to your guff or yes, John, I am flash, too right I am, and if you cannot grasp a thug gets bootlickers but what earns respect is flair, the pillock is you.

“You shagging that tart of yours?”

Jimmy winks, to assure John he is. 

“Are ya?”

“Natch.”

“A goer, is she?”

“She’s nice.”

“Fuck me. Nice!”

*
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Dawdling, arm in arm, Linda is carefree and flirty. Jimmy isn’t. Jimmy has the hump. Hearsay of a gatecrash in Holland Park (Belsize Park? Finsbury Park?) was doing the rounds but his crew had scarpered without him, left him stranded.

Lamplit Askew Road is emptied of human signals, but he’s failed to distinguish the bushwhackers congealing from its privet hedge frontage as they pass Becklow Gardens. Jimmy stands firm, gives them verbal. They give him a weary sizing up. They jostle him. He retaliates. Retaliation is futile. Infirmity in his core has percolated into limbs. Rubbery punches dab granite immovability. Comeuppance too fast to be warded off, three, four blows to one, tatter his nervous system. A head-punch. He crumples. Down he goes, fairy lights in parallel festooning a glistening tar canal, dimming as down, down he goes, down to the gritty pavement, into semiconsciousness.

Linda’s muffled cries . . . 

“Learnt your lesson, have ya, modboy?” 

Acrid flagstones stench . . .

“Fucking know-all.”

Metallic taste in his mouth . . . 

“Ain’t flash now, are ya?”

Enfeebled by physical disability, inert . . .

“Shape up, poof.” 

Enfeebled by corkscrew excision of his adequacy . . .

“Wanker.”

The assailants’ vitriol dissolves with them as they dissolve into the black.

“Linda!”

Linda peels him off the cold slabs, hauls him to his feet.

*
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The assault hadn’t been spontaneous and was without anger. He had been systematically pummelled but spared a grievous battering, acquitted with a potted reprimand. She had been intimidated with obscene commentary on what lay in store, what they’d be bludgeoning her boyfriend into watching them do to her, but spared grievous molestation. They were bruisers, were obnoxious barbarians, but they’d not pasted him and petrified her for a lark, a mindless, sadistic lark. How they’d operated wasn’t slapdash terrorism. These terrorists were on a mission. 

Jimmy’s nebulous recognition of the bushwhackers ungetatable, and Linda harbouring no recognition of them, there would be no requital, or an armistice. They could nonetheless be thankful. The drubbing, with its macabre tinge of how their ordeal might have panned out, had been survived. They would buck up. The healing could begin. Linda and Jimmy withdrew to an oasis.

Rejoining their crew, sanctified, they were starshine.

Linda’s periods stopped.

*
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It narked John, The Cellar, The Crawdaddy, Eel Pie Island becoming more or less unanimously ratified ‘poxy Herbert shitholes’, but performers at these venues, plus their habitué Bardot and Shrimpton imitators, were too massive a draw. Olivia Armstrong-Ash had relieved Jimmy of his virginity at a shindig in Barnes, after a Yardbirds gig.

Eel Pie Hotel; dilapidated Edwardian grandeur, scenic setting beside the Thames, cavernous interior with balconies, archways and alcoves, a sprung dancefloor. Devotees, innovators, ravers, scruffy students, are drawn here in their legions by the music, for the chat-ups, to get kited, make whoopee. Jimmy is with Linda. Coming clean with the elders is plaguing them. Consoling them is how nifty they will be, as modish newlyweds with a nipper.

Peter striding in at nine-fifteen with Carter, Tony, Roy, Derek, then John with Kenny Harrison and Spinks in tow, was not ideal. The Blues showing up was not ideal.

Ady Blue is a peroxide dandy. He’s the donkey’s todger in his Tonik two tone, pink shirt, matching silk tie and handkerchief. Ady is a malicious thief from a family of thieves. Ady is dross. Ady is ‘Ratman’, a rabid beast capable of wreaking havoc, capable of maiming, capable of the nastiness him and his cousins thrive on. All of them equally virulent, all of them madder than hatters, and all of them affiliated ultras in the guild of ‘hard nuts’, communion with these sickos is unwise, unless, that is, you are John Knowles. 

“Arrogant cunts. Taking the mick.”

His prescription for culling the Blues prompts smirks of the devilry variety, nods of approval from Peter, Kenny and Spinks. Jimmy is in limbo, where he’d sooner be. He wants no bovver, has had his fill.

*
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Ten o’clock, as yet uneventful, no hint of a scrap, Jimmy is getting a round of drinks in, for Linda, Chrissie and Jackie, and has gained jockeying advantage at the bar. 

“Who you pushin’ mate?” 

He is wedged in, his concentration with the hectic staff.

“Oi, wanker, I'm talkin' t'you.” 

“Hold your horses, pal,” he counters, amiably assertive, not detracted from nobbling a bartender.

“I beg your pardon,” the pest buzzes in his ear.

Beer and Drinamyl have boosted Jimmy’s spirits but the pest is an irritant, an irritant who is not letting up, and who won’t let up without a caution, the caution he is in for as Jimmy swivels to remonstrate . . . but doesn’t. 

“Whatcher mate. Chocker, ain’t it,” he limply toadies to a ravening rodent with piercing malachite eyes. “How’re you doin’?”
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