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​​​Chapter 1

​​Buffalo Weavers
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They use to call Simon ‘TV’ on account of his square face. Simon countered calling Jimmy ‘Heinz’ citing reference to his 57 Varieties of ethnicity. Jimmy laughed it off, it was playful inoffensive jibe seen more as a rite of passage to the brotherhood. Jimmy was from Guyana, a place which induces blank looks from some and confusion in others who dismiss it as Ghana for convenience. Rather than correct the Geography, Jimmy would readily accept his misplaced African roots in an attempt to Black it up. Simon was a Welsh lad, ginger with freckles, made honorary black in deference to his minority status. Prakesh (Pra) was Jimmy’s wingman, a Kenyan born Indian. His parents left in 1967 fearing increased discrimination and violence from their own government. Having witnessed the torching of their shop and hacking to death of a friend and neighbour, he felt the consequences of his actions were an abstract concept that did not apply to him, a renegade lucky to be alive.

The All Saint’s gang went their own way. Jimmy stayed in touch with Simon and Pra but lost contact with Kael and Marvin. Fate, however has an uncanny way of thrusting people together. Marvin sprang on Jimmy on the streets of Enfield, North London; stuck in the ‘70’s, sporting a perfectly spherical Afro and light brown flared pin stripe suit. He had a spring in his step and walked with purpose. They chatted briefly as he had to dash. He was different, a mature rounded person with a solid job selling insurance. Jimmy was delighted to see the transformation, it offered him hope. They reminisced churning over the good times avoiding the one question he was dying to ask. As Marvin turned to leave Jimmy made the leap and called over;

“You still seeing Kelly?”

“Nah, we split up.”

“Oh that’s a shame, why?”

“Her Dad caught us together and threatened to kill me.”

“Good reason.” Marvin made for a hasty exit but Jimmy reeled him back. “How did he catch you?”

“He burst into the bedroom with the lights off. When we heard the door she pulled her top back down and we knelt on the floor, staring at the wall.”

“In the dark?”

“Pitch black.” The image fixed, Jimmy lost his step struggling to contain his laughter. “I mean it was obvious what we were up to, who sits there in the dark staring at the fucking wall?” Jimmy could not shake the image, bent over he choked in fits, gasping for air. “Pitch black, sat there like a couple of mongs, I ask ya?” Pleasure contorted to pain as Jimmy’s throat grew sore.

Marvin grinned. “Yeah lap it you wanker! It wasn’t funny at the time I can tell ya. Anyway he went on a rant said he didn’t like her with my sort.”

Jimmy caught his breath. “That’s rough.” Secretly he gloated as he was convinced Marvin cheated Kelly from grasp and should rightfully be with him.

“I only date black girls now, much less trouble.”

Kelly was the unattainable dream, a pretty white girl on the other side of the tracks. If pushed Jimmy would say she looked like Natalie Wood veering more toward Gypsy Rose Lee than Maria; a rebel in an enigmatic class of her own. Marvin ran off late for a client. “Take care Jimmy, see you around,” He didn’t even throw him a card, pretty rich considering his vocation. Jimmy felt irrelevant. Everyone had moved on at startling speed and left him behind.

Simon landed a job in the City, Pra went off to Manchester to study Computing and Kael bumped into Jimmy outside Wood Green tube in the summer of ‘84. Kael was the king of cool, positively Shaft in the making. He sauntered up free and easy, stood like a boxer, hopping anxiously awaiting ding of bell as Jimmy glossed over his miserable existence. “So what are you up to mate?” asked Jimmy.

He boasted about Chuck T and how he was the go-to for a band called Nation X on the UK leg of their European tour. “They’re blowing up in the US, It’s crazy, I got to find security, digs in Hammersmith.”

Jimmy had no idea who Nation X was. He glazed over, scrambling for a response. “Are you going to the States?”


“Yeah defo, just got to wrap up Hammersmith, ”He suggested they meet up,



tossed Jimmy a card and rushed off as he also had to dash. Jimmy was happy to see him riding high. Kael Stewart, Top Dog, hustler, gangster without a gun; poised back on top and relishing the onslaught. Although he felt happy for him it only served to highlight his own grim situation.

Jimmy Bramble scraped a C in English and an A in History, the only subject he was remotely interested in. He left school and was now officially an unemployed bum; marking time, constantly checking his lap for a gift horse. He was deliberately stalling, afraid of the unknown. His Mum couldn’t understand his reticence to find work.

She cracked a bottle of Mezan rum. “You found a job yet?” she poured a quart, neat. “I gave this up for you. It’s called sacrifice, something you wouldn’t know about,”

“Not again. I’m doing my best. I know I can’t live off you. I know I have to find

a job.”


“What’s the problem? All your friends are doing something.”

He snapped “I’m not qualified for anything, okay. This is it, third rate for life.”

“Is that what you think?” She cut him some slack relieved he had finally



swallowed his pride and told the truth. She sat him down on the couch. ”What do you want to do with your life? Pretend you didn’t have to work.”

Jimmy’s ears pricked up, he saw a gap and made a run for it.  “I want to travel.”


She shook her head. “But you got to work Jimmy, we all have to.”

“Give me three months to try, please Mum? No rent, I’ll get a part timer and



save up.”

The deal wasn’t exactly as advertised. Mum was no push over so he dressed it up to make it look cute. “I want to see the places I studied in history. I know when I start work I won’t get a chance.”

She thought about it, hesitated and switched. She wanted to motivate him but

knew he had to find his own way.

“I’ll give you two months, then you either book a flight or pay rent.”

The news came as a breath of fresh air. He impulsively called Pra

for support, extending invitation. Pra needed little persuading. It was more a gap month than year; but it was a gap month with Jimmy, without whom life wasn’t half the thrill.

Jimmy figured, with spending money, he would need £1,500. He scoured magazines and local papers for work that paid well but with a light CV it was proving difficult. The only experience he had was in the family grocers shop, serving customers and helping Dad write up the books. He moved onto the job center and happened across a shelf card ‘JD Witherspoon’s –Stock clerk required for expanding Pub Chain’ It was a full-time position, not ideal but Jimmy figured he’d play along for the money then ditch it when the time came. He got in early and charmed his way into the job just in-time for the weekend.

Finally, he had cause for celebration. They hit the clubs most Saturday’s in search of a quick escape but tonight was special, a one off event deserving of pre-match build-up. He began; a 1 hour soak, polished brogues, preselected ironed Farah’s, slicked his skin faded pomp and set out on the 78 bus to Simon’s. He sat feeling smug; against the odds he managed to land a job in the middle of Maggie’s recession. The dream was becoming reality, his sights now firmly fixed on the Big Trip. 

Simon had a one bed in Enfield Chase. They met up with Pra before setting out to Dukes, a nightclub in Essex. He slammed on Wham’s –‘Young Guns,’ ruffled his shag mullet and came out of the kitchen clutching a bottle.

“What’s that?”

“Ouzo, I gave it to my Dad for Christmas.”

“He liked it that much ay?”

“Sorry, it’s all I got.”

“Well we got to get tanked before we go, I’m brassic,” said Pra.

“Looks lethal,” chirped Jimmy.

“Give us it here, you wimp.” Pra grabbed the bottle and necked it.

“You’re gonna regret that later.”

He swigged a glass and a half to impress. “It’s nothing. Tastes like liquorice.”

“Man, you are really gonna regret that. I think you’re supposed to dilute it,” cried Simon. 

A car horn blew; they checked the mirror, popped breath mints and clambered into the cab. The driver was full of it but claims about loose girls at Dukes, got them in the mood. They pulled up directly opposite, hopped out, breezed past the bouncers and made straight for the top bar. 

The club was full but the dancefloor fashionably empty; no-one dare be first. That honour fell to the misfits, asylum Bunkie’s out on a weekend pass. Circle man, a thirty year old greaser in Travolta suit, fresh off the boat from Greece. His signature move was to pivot with toe, round in a circle gradually working his way to 360. Occasionally he would change direction to offer variation. They’d sit there trolleyed trying to guess when he would switch, ‘He’s the shit, fucking genius.’ Then another popped up ‘Snake’. Snake was Italian, wore a black pin-stripe and fedora. With arms pinned to his sides he would zig and zig in tandem; the right arm down, left up, fingers pointing straight to the floor, a flawless slivering reptilian. They lapped up the spectacle, thinking it complete but were in for a treat. ‘Johnny Sommers aka Johnny Boy,” appeared to complete the set. Johnny Sommers was a camp, pint-sized pop artist. Johnny Boy was his Dukes double. He would bunny hop into a Max Wall strut all with deadpan expression. 

Simon lost the bet on Circle Man so proceeded to the bar to buy a forfeit round. At the far end, a chunky girl with less than flattering appeal glanced across at Simon.

“Isn’t that Lucy Garrard from school?” said Jimmy.

“Yeah, I heard she’s easy.”

“I’m not surprised, look at her. Standards mate?”

“Fuck it, I’m hungry.” He straightened his tie and prepared to head over.

Jimmy looked round. “Wait a minute have you seen Pra?”

“M.I.A. You coming?”

“Nah I’ll wait for Pra.”

Simon smirked dismissive. “You sure, look who she’s with?” Jimmy choked on his lager. It was Kelly sporting a short bob, atop a petite silver sequined Charleston, hanging perfectly straight. Jimmy dare not speak to her at school, too risky, now he had a clear shot with no fear of public humiliation. Simon grabbed Jimmy and frog marched him barking instructions.

“Marvin’s gone, now’s your chance.”

“Alright, alright I need a line, quick what do I say?”

“I don’t know, just pay her a compliment or something; say you like her shoes.” It was rammed pack they were toe to toe. Simon got in first and pushed up against Lucy. He shoved Jimmy forward opposite Kelly. “You’re on.”

Jimmy smiled “Nice shoes.”

“Thanks,” she smiled politely and looked down at the floor seemingly bored. Jimmy had nothing, he dried up. Normally he had plenty to say but he was so in awe he could not find the words. Fortunately, without fanfare Kelly intervened. 

“Have you seen Marvin?” It wasn’t exactly what he wanted to hear but at least it broke the silence.

“Actually, I bumped into him in Enfield.”

“Oh yeah, how is he?”

“He’s good - -,”

Jimmy had that sinking feeling, Marvin, was obviously more serious a proposition than first assumed. It seemed Jimmy’s chiselled jawline was no match for musclebound Marvin. It was all going wrong, paranoia set in, perhaps he wasn’t cheated; perhaps he simply wasn’t her type. He was filled with regret, happier with the delusion before he came over. He grew jealous and fought back.

“- - he was with a girl.”

“Girl really. Who is she?”

“I don’t know.”

“I bet she’s black isn’t she?”

“Yeah she was. He seemed happy,” He coated the truth with a big fat lie, a small price to pay to put an end to it, maybe now he could ease in?

Kelly unexpectedly perked up and grabbed Jimmy “Do you wanna dance?”

He was confused, it seemed too easy. He went with the flow, took the lead and led her down to the floor. They danced; she smiled, fixed on his gaze. Intoxicated by her gardenia white lily scent, he began to relax, feeling confident. Finally things were looking up. He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned round.

“How ya doing man? Surprise!” It was Marvin.

His little white lie regurgitated, choking the air. Panicked, his eyes screamed helpless looking for the exit. He had visions of terror; a scrap followed by ejection head first from the club. Then as if by magic; a dark skinned beauty passed a drink across to Marvin. “This is Yvonne,” he smiled, gloating. “She’s from Brazil.” Having exhausted the emotional spectrum in a blink Jimmy exhaled.

“Is that her?” Kelly fumed, Jimmy nodded. Kelly pulled him away and danced with her arms locked around his neck, to get her own back. Having dodged the bullet, Jimmy settled for second place, happy to leave impression on the periphery.

Simon ran up to Jimmy mid-swing. “You better come.” Jimmy cut it short leaving her to her own devices. Simon led him to the Men’s toilet. Clustered around a locked cubicle stood two bouncers and a crowd of clubbers. 'Come out or we’re gonna have to kick the door in.' 

“I think it’s Pra,” said Simon. All they could hear was retching on the other side. One of the doormen stood on a chair and peered in. 

“Ok everyone out.”

They cleared the area then kicked the door in. Pra was sat passed out with a pool of ouzo sick at his feet. Jimmy stepped in, hoisted him to his feet and slapped him conscious. 

Pra slurred. “Don’t say, I told you so.”

The night was cut short; the lads made their exit and caught a taxi home. Jimmy didn’t have time to say goodbye. He was haunted by the image of leaving Kelly stranded but the brotherhood came first. He clutched at straws hoping Simon could glean the fallout from Lucy later.

Monday came, his first day at Witherspoons. The headquarters was above an old Victorian pub, The Charlotte Despard, just down from “Suicide Bridge” in Archway. The landlord living quarters had been converted into makeshift offices; four rooms with desks and filing cabinets shoved in place of beds and living room furniture. It was a small chain with only twelve pubs in and around North London. He worked in the office next to Tim Mosley the founder. Tim stood like Aslan, a statuesque figure with thick blond shoulder length hair, a friendly man with a warm smile. He introduced himself and said he was impressed with Jimmy’s experience, keeping shop for the Family Grocers.

“I’m all about what you can do. Experience is far more relevant than grades on a physics paper. We are very pleased to have you on board Jimmy.”  Jimmy felt guilty about his secret plans to jump ship and switched the subject.

“Where did you get the name from, who’s JD Witherspoon?” 

Tim’s eyes lit up relishing the prospect of response.

“Very astute Jimmy. I took the surname from a teacher at school who had told me I would never amount to anything and the initials taken from J.D. ‘Boss' Hogg in The Dukes of Hazzard.”

Jimmy immediately drew a parallel with his own school teacher and felt a shared connection.

Tim handled chain expansion and would occasionally pop in to announce his latest acquisition. Jimmy was surprised at the rapid rate of growth. He asked how he managed to buy so many pubs freehold. Tim said it was quiet easy then went on to describe a complicated process that sounded anything but. “Never buy leasehold Jimmy, the smart money is on the Freehold” he’d declare in his booming Derry lilt. Jimmy was told afterwards not to pry by his peers as it was above his pay grade but they’d have their little chats in the hallway regardless. Tim took a shine to Jimmy, maybe he saw a bit of himself in him, he felt responsible and Jimmy was responsive.

He did the rounds every morning, ringing the pubs to pick up the takings. He got chastised for being a little too chatty with the staff. They preached demarcation, white collar etiquette and he didn’t like it. Jimmy spent his school days trying to find harmony and wasn’t about to get sucked in. As luck would have it, the Area Manager, Clive was looking for bar staff and asked if he ' fancied pulling a few shifts down The Tufnell Tavern at the weekends.' He smirked defiantly at his colleagues and agreed.

The bar was a gastro-pub, his job was to serve diners. He was in his element, working the floor for tips, flirting with the waitresses; none of whom were interested, until they found he worked for Clive and the owner Tim. John, the pub landlord ran a tight ship, everyone shaped up when he was around. Jimmy was the exception. He dropped a trifle into a punters lap whilst trying to scoop it out the bowl.

“Don’t worry Jimmy, shit happens.” John laughed making the others cringe.

Becky, a perky precocious young slip, cosied up to him on a mission of her own.

“You are jammy Jimmy. If that were me I’d be out the door.”

Becky was perfectly gorgeous, a doll-face strawberry blond with rainbow plaits. Her accent was slightly upper crust but there she was slumming it; possibly a public school girl topping up daddy’s allowance. She was attracted to Jimmy’s boy band looks but also saw a way to grab easier shifts and perhaps a rate rise before time. She pounced on him, seizing opportunity.

“I know this is short notice but I got a party tonight Jimmy Jam. Why don’t you come?” 

Jimmy couldn’t believe his luck, was it really this easy? He viewed the invitation with suspicion but attended just in case his luck held.

The party was held in a huge seven bedroom detached house in Highgate. Jimmy arrived in the dead of night. He walked through a beaded door, wind chimes softly rang overhead. He entered the hallway, soft lit with candles and paper lanterns. Ravi Shankar played in the background as the host, a smiling blue eyed girl placed a garland of flowers round his neck.

“Welcome, I’m Blossom. Would you like some banana bread?”

Strawberry Blossom was a 60’s child, a rich kid turned hippy. She wore a short tie-dye purple dress with fringed cowgirl boots. “There’s some flax seeds on the side, they go well,”

Jimmy went through, the unmistakeable odour of pot mingled with nag champa incense. He entered the front lounge; protest posters and tapestry with the words Peace and Happiness embroidered the walls. The floor heaved with stoners, bubbling smoke filled bongs, crawling wasted across floor cushions in search of a clear spot.

It was another world, curious, intimate and distinctly communal. As soon as he entered the kitchen Becky made a b-line for him. 

“Hi Jimmy Jam, so glad you could make it.” She leant over and pecked him on the cheek. “Listen grab yourself a drink, I’ll be right back, don’t move.” 

He followed instruction until it became clear she was not coming back anytime soon. He felt lost so went on the hunt for the only person he knew and stopped in his tracks. He saw her pre-occupied, pressed up against the wall in the utility room with hands hitching her chequered skirt above striped stocking tops.

“Ah Jimmy, sorry I got side tracked.” Before he had time to swallow dejection she moved aside “Have you met Blossom?” 

He flipped, his mind thrown. Becky immediately sipped Jimmy’s glass and kissed him full on the lips, giggling sweet and silly. Blossom shot a suggestive glance at Becky and swopped in hot and seductive, nipping his lower lip on exit. He froze, senses tingled savouring every bewitching moment.

“This is the guy I told you about,” whispered Becky.

“He is nice, you were right.”

“Shall we take him up?”

“I don’t know, Jimmy you don’t mind do you?”

He smiled with eager enthusiasm. They led him upstairs and toyed with invitation; tempting and teasing. They smiled as he watched, drawing him in closer granting favour.

Day broke. Pandora’s lid flew off to Kansas and lodged in his brain. He sat in a café sipping hot tea dazed, letting it wash over till reality descended once more. He gliding home on auto and immediately rang Pra, muttering incoherent. Jimmy laid it out in detail. 

Pra choked up. “Promise me one thing?”


“What?”

“Never, I mean never mention that to me again... I hope this doesn’t change



anything. You haven’t gone cold on the trip have you?”


“Ya mad? Wish I could leave now.”

“Cool, where are we going again, you never said?”




His time at JD’s was fading fast. In two months he had saved £1200. He gave



up the bar work and handed his notice to Tim. He felt indebted and a bit sad. His foray into work was not as bad as he expected. He no longer had fear of the unknown, fear of failure.



Jimmy had never flown before, the sight of the slick concourse with its designer shops and expensive boutiques  made him feel important, as if something special was about to happen.  Mum hugged and said goodbye.

“Well done, enjoy your trip and be careful. Have you got condoms?” she asked in very matter a fact way.

“No,” Jimmy confessed feeling uncomfortably flattered. “It’s ok, I can look after myself.”  

“Sorry, we better go Jimmy,” said Pra, charging to the rescue.

“Oh I nearly forgot.” She planted an envelope in his hand. “There’s £400 in there.” 

Jimmy was ecstatic, not only for the money but for giving their stamp of approval. He was now more determined to prove their trust in him was not misplaced. They stepped through the gates cutting the tethers, marking their independence. For the next six weeks they were free to do whatever they pleased. 

They sought the nearest pub, hyper and sat perched at the bar. They slammed Kamikaze shots, supped amber flutes of Oranjeboom as time flew by unchecked.  

Jimmy lifted his head off the counter and looked up.

“What does Gates Closing mean?”


“Shit, move it.”



Extreme panic knocked them into sobriety. He could picture his folks wagging their fingers in disgust. The PA sounded ’Last call for Mister Bramble.’ He quickly downed his pint and sprinted, bolting pass startled passengers. They set eyes on their gate and slowed up; skulking pass scowling attendants, panting hard, pulling straight faces, trying to hide their inebriation.

“Sorry, sorry we got lost.”

The hostess flinched at the reek of alcohol. “You’re lucky the flight’s running late, you better hurry.”

They ran tumbling over themselves, falling through the hatch, relieved to have avoided an humiliating U-turn. 

They fell into their seats bubbling with enthusiasm, it was all so glamorous. Pretty hostesses glided elegantly up and down the aisle closing overhead lockers, checking straps. Jimmy lit the call light by accident. An ample blond teased as she leant over to kill the switch. 

“Give it a rest Jimmy we haven’t left the ground yet.”  
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​​​Chapter 2

​​Opportunity and Cost 
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They landed in Rio de Janeiro and wasted no time acclimatising. Caipirinhas in hand they basted their bodies on rooftop recliners taking in the panoramic view. Jimmy dived into the pool. As he surfaced he glimpsed Christ the Redeemer atop Sugarloaf, blessing him, arms outstretched. They lay back like accomplished Rock Stars, sipping ice cold mojitos from sugar rimmed highballs;


“Did you ever think it could be like this?  Ninety in the shade, brown eyed girls



twisting samba.”

“Born to do it.”

By some quirk of fate Pra found out Yvonne, Marvin’s latest squeeze was indeed from Brazil, Salvador. This was their chance, no text book tours but a chance to join a Bloco and party non-stop in the mother of all carnivals, The Cachoeira. He took the initiative and discretely arranged a meet, without letting Jimmy know.

“Marvin's here in Brazil, fuck off.” shrieked Jimmy.

“Straight up.” 

“Did he mention me?” 

“He mentioned you alright!” Jimmy winced “Don’t worry he’s with Yvonne now.”

"What about Kelly? 

“I’m telling ya man he’s loved up. I think he’s going all the way.”

“What, getting married?”

“Apparently, she’s the one.”  

They checked out for an internal flight to meet Marvin and Yvonne in Pelourinho; an old style town lined with colourful Baroque houses and narrow cobbled streets. Marvin and Yvonne emerged hand in hand into perfect light cast from the Basilica. He wore a skin tight white vest, khaki shorts and she a white linen dress with floral print. They met like it was yesterday.

“You still a veggie Pra?” asked Marvin.

“Nah.”

“But you’re Hindu aren’t you?”

“Hindu Atheist now. Love my cow man.” 

“Does your Mum know?”

“Very funny. Your Dad know you’re a spliff head?”

“Okay keep your hair on. Anyway I was hoping you’d say that. Not much fun munching breadsticks all night.”

They made a pre-planned detour to Mam Bahia, a meat brasserie run by friends of Yvonne. They were warmly welcomed and seated in a small private room in the back. Jugs of red wine Sangria and bottles of Cachaça were placed on a huge oak table.  They were treated to the local dish Feijoada; a black bean stew crammed with succulent beef and pork. They left mid-afternoon and strolled into the main square. Yvonne highlighted posters citing black history and a government initiative to bridge divisions from the favelas. She was charming and showed genuine kindness and concern. They walked toward a line of waiting yellow cabs. Pra accompanied Yvonne engaging gentle discourse, diverting Marvin to Jimmy in the hope he could wrap up unfinished business.

“I know you had the hots for Kelly, don’t deny it,” Gleamed Marvin.

“Don’t be stupid.”

“It’s cool, go for it, I don’t mind. Be warned mate it’s no picnic, she’s a nightmare?”

“How do you mean?”

“Blowing hot and cold, totally, mixed up you never know where you are. It’s not till you meet someone like Yvonne, you realise what a mess she is. She maybe pretty but... well just beware.”

“Femme fatale?”

He nodded, chewing it over, “I guess, yeah. After we split I got so twisted trying to figure her out, I thought she dated me just to get back at her Dad. Major head-fuck.” 

Jimmy felt relieved but wary, he had been given permission to date a psychopath but felt where Marvin had failed he could succeed.

He double checked, shoring up position. “Yvonne is cool.”

“Yeah nothing’s a problem.”

“How did you meet?”

“I sold her a policy.”

“Who made the first move?”

He grinned “You make me laugh; you always want the detail.”

“What? Did you cosy up over some charts?”

“Actually she didn’t buy a policy at first, said she wanted to think it over. By the third visit I was getting a bit suspicious. I walked in on her just as they were about to have dinner.”

“They?”

“Yeah she lived with her Mum and Dad. So I need to sell this policy right? I’m thinking the more the merrier. Maybe I get the folks on board too. I reach for my briefcase and she invites me to sit down to dinner, can you believe it? It was all a bit weird.”

“Did you cotton on?”

“I had no idea, too busy rubbing my hands together. We sit down then out of nowhere she starts playing footsie.”

“You’re having a laugh.”

“No, straight up. She puts her toe in between my legs, I had a Lou Ferrigno in the pants.”

Jimmy stopped, bent over double. “Don’t do it, please.”


“She wouldn’t stop it was getting difficult.”

Marvin continued intent on bringing him down to make him pay for asking. ”I 



had to go to the boys’ room, waddling like a penguin. Her mum asked me if I was alright. It wouldn’t go down so I came back, hands crossed, head bowed like a freaking priest, I couldn’t look at them.”

Jimmy was in full swing, rolling around gasping for air. Pra and Yvonne looked back wondering what was going on, he caught his breath before she came over. “You got a wild one there.”

“Yeah, then I realised she had another side. She had it together, so I ran with it.”

“The full package, nice. I heard you’re tying the knot?”

“Yeah she’s the one, anyway it’s too good here I can’t go back to selling insurance.”

“You gonna stay?”

“Already am, I'm a Personal Trainer, Yvonne hooked me up. They're loaded and super vain," he said flexing his pecs. "Can you believe it, getting paid for training?” 

Jimmy was green with envy but all he could do was look on as his old school friend, lived the dream. 

“Just put yourself out there mate," he preached. "Something will happen, trust me.”

They went back to their flat, a posh duplex on a gated community. Marvin had hit the jackpot; Yvonne’s dad came to London in the 60's to study, stayed then returned to Brazil a Neurosurgeon. He gifted them the pad, flat-sitting, whilst he jetted back and forth from London, giving lectures on paediatric epilepsy.  

Yvonne came out the kitchen, asking about dinner.“Você vai comer agora ?”

“Não temos que ficar pronto,” replied Marvin.

“Fuck off, you speak Portuguese?” said Jimmy frozen in disbelief.

“Yeah, I know, it’s easy.”

“Easy when you have a good teacher,” said Yvonne leaning in for a kiss. She looked at Jimmy. ”Does he know?”

“Know what?” asked Jimmy.

“There’s a tradition for Cachoeira,” explained Yvonne.

Marvin produced two Nun Habits, It was amiss of Pra not to mention the Sisterhood but he was soon captivated and in no time became a willing and most fetching participant. Moments later they were in costume shuffling to the cavalcade of drums. They shimmied and shuffled their way down from the hilltop over-looking the main drag. In the near distance custom made floats made ground, crawling, stopping for crowds to behold the spectacle. Magnificent artics bustling with bikini beaded samba troupes. Surdo Rockbands trailed choreographed burlesque feather showgirls, a truly vibrant display of music and dance.  

A steel band played, Jimmy was desperate to zone in but was hindered. He dug out his panties “My stockings are chaffing bad.”

“Why are you wearing tights, your robe is 10ft long?” asked Pra.

“Marvin said...I had to,” the penny dropped. Pra screamed with laughter, Marvin ran and Jimmy gave chase “Marvin you bastard!”

They made their way down the hilltop to join the main parade. In the melee and several beers to the bad, heated passions burst. Nun set upon nun, with Police in hot pursuit, a surrealist haze Dali himself would struggle to conceive. As the expulsions swelled the Sisterhood dwindled but nothing could dampen their spirits, the hysteria only adding to the excitement. The law stepped it up, eager to quell the unrest, jaws cracked bloody and bruised. They ducked out before they too fell victim to the vagaries of the night. They decamped in a secluded, quiet café to unwind.

Marvin ordered “Três cafés pretos por favour.”

“Can you stop doing that, it’s freaking me out,” said Pra.

“How did you learn so fast anyway?” asked Jimmy.

Marvin held Jimmy’s hand and gazed into his eyes tenderly. “You can do anything if you really, truly believe...”

“Yeah right, then click your heels three times?”

“You sound bitter and twisted mate.”

Jimmy smiled “Can I have my hand back.”

Marvin leaned in “I was shit at school. Remember Frenchy, Miss Platt? Couldn’t remember a word, but if you need it, it makes it easy. You really can do anything. Look at that girl over there Jimmy?”

“What about her?”

“She been looking over since you sat down. Go over and talk to her?”

Jimmy enunciated hard “I am dressed as a Nun.”

“Excuses ay Pra?”

“Yeah he’s never going over.”

The gauntlet had been thrown Jimmy had no choice but to accept or never hear the last of it. He bought two vanilla cones, calmly walked over, she looked up coyly and giggled. A self-projection flashed his cerebrum, he removed the coif headdress. She scooched across and after a while were alive with laughter, nestled in close,  kissing.  Jimmy got up to save unwanted attention. “Don’t forget to click your heels,” yelled Marvin. He opened the door and left arm in arm.

They sat on the sea wall staring into the darkness, listening to the waves break on the shore. Morning broke, Jimmy reached across to find an empty space, still warm. There was a simple note scribbled on a napkin and left on the dresser, ‘Obrigado Ana X’.  The girl was Ana, a samba dancer from Eros, a Nightclub in the center of town. She did not need complications and he did not argue. The perfect relationship played out in one night. He smiled no longer a spectator, not bitter, not twisted but happy to have listened and taken a chance.

Marvin met Pra and Jimmy at a beach bar for a farewell lunch. After being comprehensively beaten by a gargantuan bowl of Vatapa, Marvin pulled out a holdall packed with herb, necked vials of O and stepped to, clambering to the beach before the H kicked in. Palm trees bordered the white sandy shore and beyond turquoise ocean teaming with bronzed gym fit bodies. Slumped in beach chairs, Pra rolled a long necked blunt.

“Class A man, Yvonne know you smoke?”

“Where do you think I got it?”

“Mother-dick, that’s one hell of a bubble.” 

Heads pasty, they started to drift, munching Sequilhos and carrot sticks. A group of topless girls played volleyball in plain view, it fell quite, “I must be dreaming.” They were off sky-high, two hours passed in a blink. A cabana boy hauling cold cans emerged, the gentle clink aroused interest. Marvin beckoned; ice cold refreshments delivered comatose relief, scintillating breeze gently coaxed sensation back to paralysed limbs. They watched the sun set and reminisced, cracking up over misadventures and the folly of conquest. The trip had been all the more fulfilling for Marvin and Jimmy knew it. They hugged a heartfelt goodbye leaving an indelible image of the All Saints boy who walked magnificent into the setting sun; the bar had been set stupidly high.

Jimmy and Pra rounded off the evening at a Rodízio, a carnivore’s all-you-can-eat brasserie.  Waiters served at beckoned call with endless barbequed meat skewers sliced straight onto their plates. The shear array of bowl licking desserts was mindboggling. Jimmy literally cried in pain as he was pig full and could only gaze longingly at the achingly delicious treats. Pra stayed on to chase a waitress he was sweet on;

“Meet you back at the hotel.”


“Yeah Pra. Remember, click your heels.”



Jimmy rushed into the midnight air combing the streets for a taxi, a cool zephyr refreshed his flushed face. Two boys selling cigarettes and sweets approached him. He felt one of them brush against his pocket. There was an almighty furore. Jimmy looked round to face a grim shadowy man pointing a double barrelled shotgun straight at him. The two boys were spotters checking for his wallet. The noise was a crowd trying to dissuade him from pulling the trigger. It all happened so quickly he didn’t have time to react. He looked Jimmy in the eye. I don’t know if it was the locals screaming or Jimmy’s doe-eyed look of innocence that changed his mind but thankfully he lowered his weapon. Jimmy turned his back and calmly walked away. His mind flashed back to the pool baptism his head bobbing between shock and euphoria. He drifted to a diner and placed a trembled expresso to his lips. Brazil was a crazy place full of fun and excitement. That night Jimmy got more than he bargained for, he had fallen prey but was spared. Nothing could kill his spirit; his brave crowd of saviours knew it and now a desperate man from the favelas knew it too. 

Jimmy met Pra where he left him, on the steps of the hotel still clutching a bottle of Asti Spumante. Pra was unmoved by Jimmy's near miss; they were young and could dodge bullets so what. All that mattered was the future, what lie ahead.

They hailed a taxi and crashed at Galeão, International good-looking vagrants catching ZZZ’s on industrial bench seats. The trip was over and the mental torture to follow unbearable. Reality bit hard, reality was a bitch, colder than the steel that lay beneath their skin. They made small talk diverting attention from prevailing gloom.

“I heard Si’s dating Lucy,” said Pra.

“Na-h, he told me. He goes round there when he gets high and regrets it after ..but he keeps going back.”

“Did you hear why she transferred to our school?”

“Compromised by an Alsatian? All bollocks mate, urban myth, just like Peter Scott who fell off the Iron Bridge sniffing glue.”

“Actually, that’s true.”

“Well he must be the Second Coming, ‘cause I saw him delivering fruit veg to the Grocers on his bike.”

“Really? I’m surprised.”

“What about, the bridge?”

“Nah, the job.”

Jimmy tittered shaking his head “There’s no hope. You’re a class A act you know that.”

As the grey London skyline ascended they realised the truth of it all, this was home, this was their lives. The ride back on the coach hammered it home, cold wet and uninviting. For respite, Jimmy thought of Marvin and his miracle escape.

“Has Yvonne got a sister?”

“Already thought of it, you’re slow. Anyway what about Kelly?"

“She’s not from Brazil.”

“Yeah I know mate, I fucking hate this country.”  

It was the ‘80’s, boom time. Punk heralded an explosive new wave; Virgin made its’ inaugural flight and Band Aid raised money for famine relief. Pra left for University leaving Jimmy at a loss. He spent his days pretending to look for work and commiserating over Brazil. He sought diversion, bought an F-hole guitar, a battered valve amp and strenuously lugged it home on the 88 bus. An audacious brother boarded dressed in a ruffled shirt and leopard print spandex blasting Prince’s – ‘Darling Nikki’ from a boom box; the traffic blurred. He slid back, recounting his own flamboyant journey into music.

Jimmy had an epiphany, it grabbed him; a calling of faith consuming every inch. It all began in ‘78. Jimmy bunked college round Kael’s. They cleared the pantry of Martini and entered a music room, Mum’s shrine to his Dad, a prolific jazz pianist in the 60’s. Kael sat behind a Rhodes Keyboard. 

“This was my Dad's. He had a meltdown on tour, left without a trace.”

He swigged Martini straight from the bottle. “Mum had to bring us up alone, Anyway..”

He put on some Thelonious Monk. “I wore this track out, must have played it a thousand times.”

He cranked it up and then to Jimmy’s astonishment started to play along and play very well. Jimmy sat, jaw sagging, transfixed. 

“Christ, are you serious?” 

Kael pointed with his head, inviting him to grab an orange SG Guitar conveniently on display in the cupboard. “Are you in....?” Jimmy looked bemused. “ I said are you in?” He nodded along, his thoughts expanding his mind beyond the confines of his circumstance. He smiled as he reached out, seizing prospect.

A week later Pra got in on the act and Black & Fantasy Tan was born.

They had their first gig at the Bricklayers Arms opening with Stevie Wonder’s – Signed Sealed Delivered. Simon played roadie, Marvin offered support with Kelly in tow.

They walked on, Jimmy positioned the mic centre stage, Kael behind sporting fringed leathers and Pra on Bass to the side. Jimmy began supremely smooth and soulful. “Like a fool , I stayed too long...” The crowd erupted, girls went loco, clapping in time.

They came off to a volley of wolf whistles and cheers. Jimmy saw an opportunity to strike as Marvin wandered off to score weed, but he held back for morality’s sake.  Bolstered by Kael he waited for his moment and shuffled across holding a pint pretending to walk-on by. 

“Alight Jimmy,” said Kelly “Great set. You got a cracking voice." 

“Did you like it?” 

“Yeah, I liked it a lot.”

"Can you sing?"

"Yeah, I can.”

“Maybe we should get together?” Kelly smiled receptive. Jimmy was cut short by Marvin’s  return.

Raucous guitar and synth swells died as Darling Nikki’ faded, the Bus buzzer  snapped Jimmy to his feet. He alighted and dragged the gear home, hooked up the Vox and got started. Band Aid was live on TV, he played along, improvising is if he were there; mimicking screwed face expressions, bowing for applause. 

Jimmy had lofty dreams, rock star aspirations, to him this was work but his Mum saw it as an excuse. She nagged him to find a job but did nothing more than feed his discontent. Jimmy flicked through 45’s and put on James Brown –‘ Try Me.’ Mum had reached her limit, about to blow a fuse. As she looked at Jimmy picking through her collection she saw him in a new sympathetic light. She sighed, resigned to the love she felt for her son.

“You know that was his first hit, 1958, he was with the Famous Flames back then.”

“You know a lot?”

“I wasn’t always your Mum. Do you remember Harold?”

“Yeah, blond guy in the old black and whites.“

“He was our lodger too. He wrote for the NME,  knew everything. ‘James Brown was a shoe shiner, Elvis a truck driver, Mick Jagger a hospital porter, he was full of titbits. Point is Jimmy no one is born successful it’s something you got to work at.”

Spurred by Marvin, he had searched for a quick fix but knew deep down he'd have to slug it out. She struck a chord; he began to itch, the reverberation gnawing at his psyche. He had put it off for long enough, daylight peeped. Immediately a conversation with Simon Randall sprang to mind. Months ago he said he had a vacancy in the DP department at Shatkin, a firm of city stockbrokers he worked for. He rang him to see if there was an opening. Simon gave him an update. 

“The position was taken but he was a proper loon. He lasted a few months ‘cause he was good on the keyboard. They were about to re-advertise but I’ll see if I can get you in.” 

Simon vouched for him and got him an interview, exaggerating his non-existent keyboard skills. Mum was over the moon and dragged out her old Corona Typewriter to get him up to speed. Laurie, his bird brain brother, chipped in and lent him his Commodore 64.  In the end he landed the job without trial for the simple fact he was not a loon. In two weeks he was off probation and made a permanent employee working in back office, deciphering trading slips, entering chits from the exchange floor.

He worked at International House, a stylish rectangular office block on the approach to Tower Bridge. The main concourse oozed prestige; smartly dressed receptionists stood with contrived smiles greeting the elite mob on arrival. The clicking and clunking of stilettoes and leather heels reverberated off the cold marble floors and high ceiling like a cavalcade of hoofs at Queen's Parade; a ritual prelude to a frenetic day. The rear floor-to-ceiling glass wall afforded a cinematic view of St Katherine’s Dock, a marina filled with playboy yachts and sailing boats. 

Jimmy’s desk was literally facing the Tower of London. He'd gaze at the 13th Century walls, it’s medieval history and resplendent views induced vacant day dreaming. On his first day he was abruptly interrupted by a toff in a razor sharp pinstripe who, unbeknown to him, was the Managing Director. 

“Hi you must be Jimmy, I’m Bob, How are you finding it so far?” 

He had a suave laidback attitude and made a point of meeting all new starters. This boded well as the M.D. usually sets the tone for the company. Unfortunately he was an exception as Jimmy’s immediate boss, John Jones was an egregious bully. He caught him in the corridor, barking.

“What’s the answer?

“To what?

“The fucking question, come on.”

That was John freakin’ Jones, so frantic he’d start a question at the end. There was a time when he would start in the middle, giving you half a chance to respond but now he skipped the chase expecting everyone to follow and if you didn’t you were out. Jimmy survived, on Simon’s say so, by playing the good boy. He dressed everyone down on a regular basis, moaned constantly, they were all afraid of him.

“Have you worked him out yet?” whispered Simon collecting a morning coffee for him.

“There is nothing to work out, he leads a miserable existence because he is a miserable fuck who likes to bring us all down, I know his type.”

Like it or not Jimmy was an unwilling inhabitant of the rat maze, collecting monthly deposit from the reward tray. He wore a suit, carried a briefcase and every morning stood squeezed next to faceless commuters on the sardine run. At Tower Hill, he would splinter from the tourists, skirt along a little known underpass and converge with his fellow city workers, all desperately rushing trying to avoid the walk of shame. Every day dragged, he became John’s new punching bag, made to feel small.

“Jimmy what’s this?”

“The deposits.”

“I thought I told you to dummy receipts for the reds.”

“I was told not to.”

“Just do what I tell you, ok stupid?”

He clipped him across the back of his head. Jimmy hated every minute but tolerated it because he liked having money and Shatkin was the only way he could earn it. He convened with Simon.

“I will kill that Gestapo git, I fucking swear.”

“No you won’t, you’re gonna lube up and take it, like we all do.”

“I’m serious, he needs a slap.”

“So what you gonna do?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Jimmy lived for the evenings shredding guitar and smoking weed in the garden shed, imagining every possible way of ending Jones. The one which afforded most satisfaction was a double tap to the head, just enough time for him to feel the terror before meeting a deserved end. Wood chipper, acid baths simply lacked punch. Every time he saw him he felt he was back at Primary School being bullied, only this time he could not fight back. He needed the job, the money, a future. Picturing the double tap bought temporary relief but he longed for a more permanent fix.

Simon was in the firing line next day. John tore up his report in front of the entire back office and threw it in his face.  “You imbecile, can’t you get anything right.”

Simon vented in the Kitchen. “I take it back, you’re right. I can’t bear it.”







They were at their wits end desperate to put a stop to Jones. They chatted over a ploughman’s at the Coach House.

Simon shot straight off the bat. “Let’s cut the brakes on his motor.”

“Fuck, steady on.”

“It was your idea.”

“Yeah to fuck him up a bit, not throw him off a bridge. Believe you me if he slipped and broke his neck I’d be the first to throw a party.” said Jimmy alarmed at the extent of Simon’s rage.

“I need more than slashed tyres.”

“Well I ain’t greasing no floor. We want him shot from Shatkin, remember?”
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