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			CHAPTER ONE

			Two Riders

			Said the joker to the thief . . .

			Jimi drowning in cheap red wine. Red in his hair, his lungs, his eyes . . . Jimi washed clean in wine. Jimi swept away.

			‘He’s done.’

			‘Are you sure? Make fuckin’ sure.’

			‘Naw, he’s fuckin’ done.’

			The men, CIA, MI6, ex, current, part-time, London crims, New York mob, Geordie fixers, final scorers, English-sounding, American-sounding, very heavy trip. The two riders moved away from the bed, from the mess they had made of it. Red wine and cold blood, a tangle of sweaty sheets and bed-spin. Coughed up. Yucked out. Shitted up. Testing the witchiness of witches.

			‘When’s blondie coming back?’

			‘Doesn’t matter.’

			‘What you wanna do about that?’

			‘Nothing. She knows what to do.’

			Jimi limp – zedded-out. Jimi X-ed. The past no longer close behind.

			Earlier . . .

			Making the scene. Hanging with Posh Phillip, groovy son of Lord Harvey. Some chick in pearls and an English-money accent, others like that too: red-lipstick cigarettes, short skirts, look-see panties. Jimi smiling, high, coasting, showing good times; baby, you know I dig you special.

			Jimi partying. Playing grab-ass with the bell-bottomed well-wishers. High fives. Low numbers. Just got back, you know, in town for a few days, catch up with some gooood friends. Cool on the outside, feverish on the inside. Jimi mouldering. Looking for a place to hide.

			‘Didja see Monty Python the other night, man? So funny! The Ministry of Silly Walks.’ Jimi jiving his own version. ‘Oh man, so funny! We’d been smoking that Red Leb. Oh man, I nearly died!’

			Everyone: HA-HA-HA-HA-HA!

			Smashed hippy cats kicking their legs, doing silly walks, Cleese-style. Jimi doubled over laughing, smoke pluming from him. Dunhill in hand, joint in hand, glass in hand. Nice pad. Laying back a cushioned kasbah vibe, all Saturn smoke rings and storied gold-thread rugs on the ceiling. On the record player, Smokey Robinson . . . ‘But don’t let my glad expression / Give you the wrong impression . . .’ Jimi the only black face, the only cat in the room really grooving on it. Jimi digging that too; Jimi comfortable in this scene. Groovy London white cats soft with daddy-money and cool class-connections, digging on the freaky minstrel nee-gro. The no-strings honorary white man.

			Then the blonde chick hassling Jimi, a bringdown, crying that she wants to leave. The one with the heavy German accent, all whey face and train-track eyeliner. Jimi shaking her off but that chick losing it, running out, door slamming behind her.

			Jimi going after her, vexed. ‘You fucking pig!’ she yells at him. Jimi yelling too, man, threatening to beat her ass. Posh Phil runs outside, begging them to stop, worried someone might summon the pigs. But Jimi has blood in his eyes. The blonde – Monika – has put it there. That chick is burning, man. After half an hour of this shit he gives in, apologises to everyone then leaves, taking Monika with him, hunting down a cab.

			Back to the Samarkand – to Monika’s little pad, the place too small for Jimi to settle. Monika suggests a bath, something to eat. Jimi wants to use the phone. Tells her Pete Kameron needs to see him at his pad. Pete helped kick-start Track Records. Jimi likes talking to him about his problems. Biz stuff. Serious shit. Dig?

			Jimi explains, acting plausible: Pete is having like a dinner party, private. Monika can drive Jimi, drop him off, but Monika can’t come in. It’s not that kind of scene. You understand, doncha, baby?

			Monika is down with that. She sees, she says. Around midnight she drops Jimi off. Jimi mighty relieved to be away from her, that bummer German chick, man, too goddamn much! Jimi needs to breathe. Besides, Devon Wilson – Dolly Dagger – is at Pete’s, acting junkie coy. Stella Douglas and Angie Burdon too – chicks that know Jimi. Know his scene. Don’t come on to it all so heavy. Dig?

			It’s a cool vibe. Jimi is happy to see Devon. He’d bitched and moaned when she told him she was coming all the way from New York. ‘Christ’s sake, Devon – get off my fucking back!’

			But that was when he was still with Kirsten. Now Kirsten is gone, and the heavy German chick is on the scene, all of them claiming to be Jimi’s bride to be. All of them pretending not to know when Jimi is just jiving, just saying love words, man, can’t you see?

			Now here in this place in the flesh, Jimi is digging on Devon again, drinking blood from the jagged edge. Only now Devon is the one playing it coool. On a Jagger trip still; knowing it smokes Jimi’s mind.

			But Stella is here – Alan Douglas’s old lady. Alan is Jimi’s new best friend. The one who’s going to help lead him out of the sea of shit he is swimming in, towards the promised land of million-dollar smiles and other bullshit friends of mine.

			Jimi trusts Alan. Jimi doesn’t trust anyone. So he trusts his old lady too. Stella with her bindi and ultra-cool threads, her wise face and features open. Stella is not just another rock ’n’ roll hang chick. You can talk to Stella. Stella knows the scene. No sex trips. Just love, l-u-v.

			Same for Angie – Eric’s old lady – only different in that Angie is on a smack trip. Angie and Devon. White-horse witches. Angie has had Jimi before, plenty of times. Like Devon, except Devon felt like a keeper; Angie was a one-off, repeat to fade. But now that chick don’t wanna know ’less you got that sweet-brown-sugar jive.

			Mainline time. Next stop: nowhere.

			Jimi swerves Angie, fixes on Devon, fast-chats Stella. There is Chinese food on the table. He swallows a couple of black bombers and rolls another joint. Has a little taste of the chicken and rice.

			Then the intercom buzzing . . . Jimi flinching. ‘Oh, man, please, you gotta tell that chick. Man, you know, leave me alone . . .’

			Stella, taking charge, picking up the intercom, telling the put-upon blonde, ‘Come back later.’

			‘But I am Jimi’s fiancée. You understand, ja?’

			No tea and sympathy here, though. ‘Go home.’

			‘Nein. No. You must understand—’

			Stella hangs up.

			Monika left standing alone outside. Monika crying. Monika freaking out.

			Ten minutes later, the buzzer again. Shit . . . Jimi losing it now. Stella, uptight, back on the phone telling the chick, ‘No, man.’

			Monika crying, yelling, noises off. Jimi apologising to the room, embarrassed. Jimi outside on the street again, so tired of this scene.

			Taxi ride back to the Samarkand. Jimi bugged-out, vibing, bad-scene motherfucking chick, man. Monika silent, lights a cigarette. London skidding past, pre-dawn, yellow tobacco eyes watching from the Jag idling outside, waiting for them to return.

			Mike stubs out his ciggie and pushes open the car door. The others follow. Big lads, Get Carter extras, Mob imports. Laughing and joking: under order of the thief.

			Straight in behind the unhappy couple as they push open the door, straight into the cunt before he knows what’s hit him. Knee him in the balls. He goes down gasping. Tell the blonde slag, ‘Fuck off while we talk to your boyfriend.’

			Give her the look. Fuck – off – now.

			‘I get cigarettes, Jimi, okay? From the garage I get cigarettes . . .’

			The lads smile. Shove her out the door.

			‘Hey, Mike, what the hell, you know?’

			Mike silent, his mind’s eye hovering. Jimi pleading. ‘Mike, come on, man—’

			Then the lads are on him. Force the head down onto the pillow. Swing a couple of good ones to the gut. Jimi on all fours gasping, yowling, spluttering, Jimi frightened now, really hurt, man . . .

			Another couple. Fold him over onto his back, yank his head back by the corkscrew hair; two hold him, another sets down the shopping bag, pulls out the first couple of bottles, pushes in the cork with his thumb. Tough guy. The wine sloshes over his hand. He wipes it on the golliwog’s shirt. Then forces the bottle into his mouth. Glug, glug, glug, glug, glug . . .

			‘The boy’s thirsty,’ says one. The others jeer. ‘Good job we brought more,’ says one. The boys jeer.

			Thumbs the cork. Wipes his hand. Forces the bottle in.

			Wine everywhere. Jimi’s eyes popping out, hands grasping, unable to breathe, wine pouring from his nose, into his hair, onto the bed, over the hands holding him down.

			Thumbs the cork. Wipes his hand. Forces the bottle in.

			Over his chest and arms, his mouth, his eyes. This scene is real. Impossible. This shit is happening. No way. The boys jeer.

			Then the screen shuts off, little white dot . . . quickly then slowly . . . slowly . . . shrinking into . . .

			Nothing. Deep, black, heavy . . .

			Nothing.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Lucille and Al

			The night he was born, the moon was in shadow, on the wane, slipping from Cancer to Leo, stomach to heart, mucus to blood.

			Mama was sugar-sweet, just turned seventeen. Daddy was all snafued, in army jail.

			Lucille Jeter had married twenty-three-year-old US Army private James Allen Ross Hendrix eight months before. Three days later Al had shipped out to Fort Rucker, Alabama. When the baby was born, Al had been denied paternity leave and imprisoned. The CO said it was for his own good, knowing the boy would likely go AWOL instead. Al was pissed. All the white grunt fathers were given leave.

			Like all Americans, the bloodlines were tangled, chewed up, faithfully ignored. African slaves, white slave owners, Red Indian tribes, the long line products of rape, murder, race hate, religious perversion, expulsion of expectation and the unsought prevailing of tough field grass in the cracks of centuries-hardened rockface.

			On Lucille’s side a white slave-owner grandfather and a black slave grandmother. Captain and concubine, odd couples made complete in the nineteenth-century Deep South. From them a boy, Preston Jeter: born 1875, classic mulatto. Fled Virginia after witnessing a lynching, headed for the Northwest where blacks were said to have it easier.

			Yeah-yeah-yeah.

			Mining in Roslyn, Washington, then Newcastle, anyplace a young black could earn a dollar. In his forties by the time he reached Seattle – but above ground in sunlight at least now, working in gardens – where he met Lucille’s mama, Clarice Lawson. From Confederate, segregated Arkansas, Clarice came from the Cherokee, who’d been cattle-rounded there under the Indian Removal Act of the 1830s. Sheltered by slaves, intermarried, poor, Clarice was nineteen years younger than Preston and already pregnant after being raped in the cotton fields of the Louisiana Delta.

			When her older sisters offered Preston the loot to marry Clarice, he called bullshit and made a run for it. She had the child, put it up for adoption and nearly died of grief. So the sisters went back to Preston, upped their offer, and this time he said, ‘I do.’ They were married in 1915 and stayed married until the old man died thirty years later. Though never truly happy, who is?

			They lived in Seattle’s Central District – four square miles of black street ghetto, home to jigs, chinks, redskins, nips, krauts, wops, kikes, flips – all the unwanted white negated trampled underfoot. Give ’em their own newspapers, schools, storefronts, juke joints and barrelhouses. Give ’em anything they want, just don’t put ’em next door to good God-fearing white folks like us.

			Jackson Street was where the action was, the mainline to the good-times night-time. The daylight hours mainly given over to cleaning up after the rich folks living high outside the District.

			Preston and Clarice had eight kids, six of whom survived childhood. Lucille was the baby. Preston was old by then, past fifty, and Clarice was diagnosed with a tumour. She survived but was a long time gone in hospital. Lucille’s sisters raised her. When things got too bad they were all fostered out to a good-hearted German family on a farm in the whites-only area of Greenlake, where the gun-toting locals assumed they were just the filthy offspring of gypsies.

			Lucille was light-skinned and pretty, a coffee-coloured doll turning heads on the street as she trilled on by. Lucille was so light and easy she could pass if she wanted. But she never did. Instead, living back in Central as a teenager, she loved to dance and had just turned sixteen, still in junior high, when she went with school friends to Washington Hall to see Fats Waller, the black Horowitz, perform. Where she met Al Hendrix, a short, handsome iron-foundry worker with ideas above his station. Al could really dance. And he was older, had been around and earned a little spending money. Al was fun.

			Like his eventual teenage bride, Al’s background was from all over. Daddy was born a year after the Civil War ended. His mama, Fanny Hendricks, a recently freed slave recently divorced from Jefferson Hendricks; his papa an unreconstructed white slave owner who wanted nothing to do with the boy, even though his mama ensured he bore all his names – Bertran Philander Ross.

			Ross, as he preferred to be known, was forty-six when he changed his surname to Hendrix. He’d been a ‘special’ police officer in Chicago for a spell, been married and split, and was now in showbiz, a stagehand for a Dixieland vaudeville troupe that travelled the Pacific Northwest. He was about to marry again.

			Zenora ‘Nora’ Moore was a dancer and chorus girl, a real looker. Her mama, also named Fanny, was half-Cherokee, half-African. Her daddy Robert was a freed slave from Georgia. They lived as best they could on Tennessee time.

			Nora had bigger dreams, though. She’d toured with her sister Belle as a hoofer, meeting Ross when she joined the same troupe of actors, musicians, comedians and dancers. When the money-pipe ran dry and the troupe disbanded, they were left stranded in Seattle. Stage-work prospects: zero.

			To save rent on a shared room – no white-owned boarding house was going to let to an unwed black couple – they married. When someone suggested Canada as a good place that people of colour might find jobs, they scrambled. On the recommendation of a patron, Ross got a gig in Vancouver, working as a steward at the American Club.

			Nora swapped showbiz for housewife and five kids. Two died – the eldest, Leon, when he was twenty, and the youngest, Orville, when he was just two months old. That left Patricia Rose, Frank and, in 1919, James Allen Ross – Al to everyone else.

			Three years after that the family were officially naturalised and became Canadian citizens. Life bumped along. Ross was active in the African Methodist Episcopal Church and became first porter at the newly opened Quilchena Golf and Country Club, at King Edward and 33rd Avenue, on the former First Peoples edge of Vancouver.

			When the old man’s aorta ruptured spontaneously, causing rapid exsanguination and death, he was sixty-nine. The Hendrix family ruptured likewise. Nora froze. The kids flew. The Great Depression hit and the world turned wrong. Any thoughts of Al making college died with his dad. Leaving school to look for work. But jobs were bum or no-count. Waiting tables at after-hours chicken joints.

			Encouraged by his mother, he took to tap-dancing. He had the biz in his blood, she said. His older brother Leon had been like a gazelle, showed him all the cool steps, tap, Charleston, the Lindy Hop, Ballin’ the Jack, the Eagle Rock and the Georgia Grind. Al got low-rent gigs off it. Added some steps of his own. Got an agent. Moved up to the clubs.

			The jitterbug came in and Al got good at that too. Nora laughed and told him that when she’d dance it twenty years before it was called the Texas Tommy, from the all-black musical Darktown Follies. But the dances were segregated, to give the whites a chance, and Al went sour on it.

			When his pal Al Ford told him about the amateur prizefights, twenty-five bucks a round for three rounds, Al Hendrix nearly shit. Short but strong and stocky, he talked his way into a Golden Gloves competition in Seattle, at the Crystal Pool, where he fought his first bout as a 147-pound welterweight. He won and won again. Then lost in the final. So what? The paycheck would cover the loss. Only he’d been conned. Told that only pros got paid, he walked back to the Moore hotel without the price of a cup of coffee. The topper: being told the pool there was whites only.

			Fuck this cracker bullshit.

			When Canada declared war on Germany, Al hightailed it to Victoria, where he figured on a railroad job, but the racist gangbuster manager wouldn’t hire him, saying he was ‘too daggum short’. More bullshit. Al slept on a friend’s floor and picked up a couple of dollars shoe-shining. Then headed back to Seattle in 1940, with forty bucks and his dick in his hand.

			Al hustled. Cleaned apartments. Got a gig dishwashing at a black ghetto joint on Pike Street. He still danced, still jitterbugged with the ladies, in his zoot suit and stripes. Showing them the hip to hip, the side flip and the over the back. But those Seattle gals were big. Al could spin the fat ones around, even slide the tall ones between his legs. But the only gals who seemed the right size for five-foot-six Al were the whiteys, and they only spelt danger for a black boy like him.

			Working at the foundry when he met sweet-sixteen Lucille Jeter, Al couldn’t believe his luck. This chick was shorter than he. And could really dance. Really keep up. Really show Al a thing or two.

			What a team, baby.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Chas and Kathy

			Saturday, 24 September 1966. Jimmy was still on New York time when the plane touched down in London – 9 a.m. local, 4 a.m. for Jimmy. There had been so much to eat on the plane – filet mignon, lobster – and so much to drink – champagne, top-shelf Scotch and brandy – that Jimmy was frazzled. Unused to long-haul travel and being woken at 4 a.m. when he’d only just managed to fall asleep a couple of hours before, he was bad breath, cold sweat, red-eyed unprepared for what was about to happen.

			Being in first class, he and Chas and their roadie Terry McVay (borrowed from the Animals) were first off the plane and first into customs, Jimmy smiling but acutely self-conscious. His social unease tainting his aura, making him feel freak-show gawky. His blackness a smear, his showy American blackness going against him, he sensed it.

			Terry carried Jimmy’s guitar case. Jimmy didn’t have a work permit. The story Chas had invented for him: that he was a pro songwriter here to collect some royalties. The customs guys didn’t like it, knew it was fishy, but the big white guy in the suit seemed to know what he was talking about – they’d heard of the Animals – so they let the dodgy-looking darkie through on a seven-day non-work permit.

			Jimmy and his brand-new passport and his jeans and Bob Dylan hair. Everything else he owned – the borrowed Strat, the one change of clothes, the jar of Valderma antibacterial face soap (those fucking spots, man) and his pink hair curlers – was in the guitar case.

			Out on the other side of customs, Jimmy is wired, ecstatic, an unexploded firework. Chas, who has been scheming all the way over on the plane, goes to a phone box and starts plying it with penny pieces. He calls the Animals’ office, speaks to Trixie Sullivan, Mike Jeffery’s PA. Trixie knows all about Chas leaving the Animals and wanting to go into management with Mike. She likes Chas, sees him for what he is: an honest broker, talented music man and genial company. But she knows he is nothing without Mike. Mike, says Trixie, is ‘someone special . . . one tough guy and bloody clever’.

			Chas’s next phone call is to his new Swedish girlfriend, Lotte. Chas and Lotte have rooms booked at the Hyde Park Towers Hotel in Bayswater, including one for Jimmy. Chas tells Lotte they will arrive later this afternoon, after he and Jimmy make a quick stop-off. Tells her to be ready. They will all be going out tonight to the Scotch of James.

			The Scotch – hidden in the cobbled streets around St James’s Square, near the Houses of Parliament – is one of a handful of swinging London nightspots catering to the new pop aristocracy, places like the Ad Lib, in Leicester Square, and Blaises and the Cromwellian in Kensington. Boozed-up young bluebloods and glamorous gangsters, pushy snappers in night-time sunglasses, flat-chested fashion queens and pilled-up film-star wannabes. The sort of after-midnight champagne-ghettos Paul McCartney and Mick Jagger showed up in, surrounded by pop-life hierophants like Robert Fraser and David Bailey, Stash and Peter Max, and well-dressed goddess-class girls like Twiggy and Marianne Faithfull, Julie Christie and Jacqueline Bisset.

			Chris tells Lotte to call the guys at the Scotch, let them know they will be coming down that night, hold a couple of tables. The Scotch is the most likely Saturday-night happening in London at the moment, a great shop window in which to show Jimmy off, even if he can’t legally play anything in public – yet.

			Next call is to old mucker Zoot Money.

			Zoot is the singer-organist in his own outfit, the Big Roll Band, who have just had a minor hit with ‘Big Time Operator’. Though he doesn’t know it yet, Jimmy’s influence is about to transform Zoot from an average R&B club act – one up from nice-boy square Georgie Fame, one down from wild-man Brian Auger – into a short-lived, summer of love psychedelia-by-numbers outfit called Dantalian’s Chariot. (Dantalian being the name of the mythological Great Duke of Hell, who commanded thirty-six legions of demons.)

			Zoot has a nice pad in Fulham, a taxi ride from the airport. Chas figures to take Jimmy there first, grab a smoke, a tea, a gentle hang with like-minded cats before going official later that night at the Scotch. It’s that or take Jimmy straight to the hotel. Lonely one-window bedroom, no friends, no vibe, no smoke.

			Zoot’s pad is Grand Central for every passing head and muso in west London. When Chas swings by with Jimmy around eleven Zoot is very cool. When Jimmy sees the Big Roll Band’s gear all set up in the lounge, he knows he has come to the right place. That Chas knows things. Jimmy asks, humble-faced, if he can jam on Zoot’s white Telecaster, and Zoot gives him the nod, head wreathed in the good smoke.

			Jimmy big-grin lets fly. 

			Zoot takes it in. Tries to. He hears blues, soul, gospel; he hears black, white; he hears pure bright light. Jingle-jangled. Kissing, biting, laughing. He looks over at his wife Ronni and she is visibly turned on. Inside shrieking. She is gunking-gooing.

			Jimmy all shy eyes thrusts out his crotch and makes the Tele cry.

			Ronni can’t believe it, runs upstairs to her friend Kathy’s flat.

			Kathy Etchingham on the phone to me years and lifetimes later, telling me Ronni shouted: ‘Kathy! Come downstairs quick! Chas has brought this bloke from America and he looks like the Wild Man of Borneo!’

			Kathy, lying in bed smoking, is in no hurry. She hears the noise, but she didn’t get back last night till God knows what time. Zoot and Ronni have a lot of would-be wild men in the house. Kathy is twenty years old, very fashionable and very pretty. Large brown eyes, dark straight hair, Kathy works as a hairdresser. When she’s out at night with Ronni, though, she is a DJ, sometimes at the Cromwellian and the Scotch.

			Kathy and honey-blonde Ronni are a good double act. Kathy the sexy, free, swinging London chick, Ronni the warm earth mother and hands-off wife of Zoot. They are what’s happening wherever they go. Ronnie protective; Derbyshire-lass Kathy in no need of protection. She’s already been out with Brian Jones, Keith Moon, that scene. Kathy is a big girl now, lipstick-tipped cigarettes and hash.

			Kathy takes her time getting down the stairs and by then it’s too late. Chas and Jimmy are leaving. Never mind. They agree to meet at the Scotch that night.

			Jimmy wants to see Linda Keith. Linda is the reason Jimmy has made it this far. Jimmy wants to see everything there is to see. But Linda is still Keith’s chick, and though she’s psyched to see Jimmy finally in London, all her own work, Linda says she’ll meet him later at the Scotch.

			When Jimmy turns up that night with Chas and Lotte, it is quiet, shy Jimmy that is on display – until he gets his little showcase on the stage and every cat in the place falls about like, What, huh?

			This is not Wild Man of Borneo Jimmy, this is serious muso Jimmy, here to show his credentials. A young, black American bluesman, dig? Hear that train a-coming. No show, just blow. In-house hurricane. The sharkskin-suited mods and art-school, post-Beat scruffs can’t believe what they’re hearing. The pretty mini-skirted chicks all flicking their hair, all aquiver like it’s cool to love a black man stranger dude.

			Before Jimmy there had been safe old coloureds over from the States playing homespun acoustic blues, like Big Bill Broonzy, already in his fifties and therefore ancient. Or there had been mean-bear electric black dangermen like Muddy Waters, not much younger than Big Bill but infinitely scarier. Crazy old geezers the boys liked but the girls held their noses to.

			Now here was Jimmy James, young and pretty and shy and sweet, mumbling soft words into the mic. Magicking with his guitar like Pan playing his pipes on your window ledge after dark when the world is sound asleep dreaming.

			Linda Keith watched this from her table with a mixture of delight and dread. She had been right: Jimmy really was a star in the making. Only now did it dawn on her what came next, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Jimmy had been Linda’s great discovery, Linda’s special friend. Now Jimmy would belong to everyone else. Linda who?

			When Kathy arrived – perfumed hair, bum-cheek skirt, manic up-north energy – she was late again. Jimmy had already finished his little hot spot. Chas waved her and Ronni and Zoot over to the table where he and Jimmy and the rest of the gang were sitting. Pulled out a chair and sat Kathy right down next to Jimmy.

			Jimmy instantly gratified. Gestures for Kathy to come closer, then whispers in her ear, ‘I think you’re beautiful.’ Kisses her ear and smiles. Then tells her some other things. Man-to-girl things, all googly-eyed.

			Ronni seeing this: happy for her friend, giggly. This is too goddamned much for Linda, who flips out. Throws her drink at Ronni. Plates start flying. Tables turn over. Jimmy grabs Kathy’s hand and they flee. Chas telling them to grab a taxi and meet them back at the hotel. Kathy and Jimmy laughing, running out into the street still holding hands.

			Back at the hotel, in the bar, Jimmy gives Kathy the treatment. Shy and sweet, polite and attentive – and American and fun. Chas says he’s going to be a star. Jimmy all aw shucks, Kathy trying to be cool.

			In the morning, in bed with Kathy holding his arms out, looking at the scars on his wrist, cooing. Jimmy nearly shits when the door flies open and Linda Keith bursts into the room.

			‘Hey, baby . . .’

			Linda, not listening, grabs the Strat she’d given him and runs out again.

			‘Bastard!’

			Jimmy telling Kathy it’s okay, baby, it’s Keith Richards’s chick. Out-of-her-mind crazy chick, forget her. Kathy okay with it – for now. Everything a big one-night-stand adventure, maybe more, Kathy doesn’t know yet, but she’ll work on it.

			Jimmy simply jazzed on openly being with a white chick. Back home that could still get you lynched in some states. Interracial marriages still a crime in most of them. White-hate protesters with their Race Mixing Is Communism banners still coming out marching whenever the TV news needed them.

			Even Frank Sinatra’s buddy Sammy Davis Jr., the biggest ‘honorary white man’ in showbiz, didn’t get away with schtupping a white chick. After his marriage in 1960 to hot-tomato Swedish movie queen May Britt, white-hate groups picketed the theatre where he was working waving signs: Go Home Nigger.

			An avalanche of hate mail hit them from all sides. Death threats at his shows in Reno, San Francisco, Chicago . . . At the Lotus Club in Washington the American Nazi Party picketed outside, Sammy nervously tugging at his glass eye.

			Then came the public and private criticism from American blacks, accusations of being an Uncle Tom, newspaper headlines asking, Is Sammy Ashamed He’s a Negro?

			Shit-scared Sammy hired twenty-four-hour armed guards. He and May stopped going out. And when they did, Sammy carried a gun or a cane with a knife concealed in the handle.

			Man, Sammy was a famous black artist. What chance a poor no-count half-breed like Jimmy? Still, Jimmy had fucked plenty of white chicks before. But that had always been strictly undercover. This scene here with Kathy, with Linda, with these English white chicks, man, this was something else. Almost, you know . . . free.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Little Frank

			Mike was one of those guys that you just never knew what to believe. Soldier, spy, club owner and jazz lover; money-spinner, shadow gangster, ex-licensed killer. A man in a suit and tie and dark prescription glasses who said little and did much. Not a man you would necessarily trust but a man you would always keep faith with. A man with connections above and below ground. X-listed phone numbers, friends in low places. Favours. A southerner operating in the north, an Englishman who spoke fluent Russian. Heavy presence, light touch.

			Everybody loved Mike. Everybody hated him. Mike didn’t give a fuck which way. Mike had his head screwed on. Mike knew the score. Five foot six with thin side-parted hair and a cemetery smile, Mike was the kind of short, hard man that could fill a room with his intent. Always in a suit and tie, until he upped his game for Jimi and embarked on his first acid odysseys. Then Mike got hip. Coloured shirts. Kipper ties. Grass. Pills. Dom shampoo. Swapping expensive dolly birds for free-love hippy chicks. Hipster moustache. He still kept the camel-hair coat for cold nights, but his dark hair now touched the collar.

			Mike got it. But he was good at throwing you off the scent. Reverse vibe-sender. Second-hand truth-seller. Professional sticky-finger. All the stuff he’d learned in the Circus as a warranted MI6 ghost, as an invisible CIA fink, borrowed aliases unknown.

			Mike would tell you his story like it wasn’t worth much. Then throw big, heavy stones into the pond, watch the ripples tsunami. See your face change. To wonder, What if?

			Born Frank Michael Jeffery, 13 March 1933, Monday’s child. Slippery Pisces. St Giles’ Hospital, Peckham, south of the river. Only child of Frank senior and Alice: postal-employee plebs of Peckham Sorting Office. Old terraced housing. Cold water taps. Long washing lines. Nosy neighbours. Big Frank, Little Frank, it got too confusing, so Little Frank just became Mike.

			By the time the war got really going the family had strayed to Catford, out on the London perimeter, its name dating back to the witch-hunts, when all the black cats were tossed shrieking into the river. Young Mike would walk past the Gothic-fronted Concert Hall and wonder what went on there. He preferred the cinema opposite. Tough-guy Saturday-night flicks, The Third Man, Dead Reckoning, White Heat . . .

			He might have been better at school, but there was a war on and who cared? Good at sports, he liked rough-and-tumble boys’ games. Hung on, bored, until he was sixteen, to please mum and dad, who pushed him to get ‘a good job’ – white-collar. An ad in the local paper led to a job clerking for Mobil Oil in Bishopsgate, a two-hour round trip every day on the number 47 bus. But he got to wear a smart jacket and tie, and the only time his hands got dirty was when his cheap fountain pen leaked.

			London was a dump then. Hitler’s bombs had fucked it all up good and proper. Travelling on the top deck of the bus each day, Mike looked down on the debris, took in the gradual rebuilding, and knew he was lucky. Frank and Alice shared the meat and sugar rations equally, but Mike always got an extra slice of National Loaf.

			It was a relief when, in 1951, he was called up for National Service in the army, a statutory two years. Writing home every week. Getting to travel abroad. Meeting funny-speaking foreigners. Losing his virginity. Learning things even his parents didn’t know.

			Starting as a private posted to the 17th Training Regiment of the Royal Artillery in Woolwich. Two months in he was transferred to the Royal Army Education Corps, now a ranking sergeant, at the regiment’s depot. A couple of months after that he became an instructor at the Army Apprentice School in Harrogate.

			Quick steps for a bright south London boy. But Britain was in trouble after the Egyptians stormed the army’s Naafi storehouse in Ismailia. A young British soldier was stabbed and two Egyptians killed. Egyptian volunteers rushed to join the Liberation Battalions, as the Muslim Brotherhood in Ismailia declared a jihad against the British. More British soldiers died, nearly all conscripts. Something would have to be done.

			Within months Mike became one of sixty thousand troops shipped out to defend the Suez Canal. He found himself in Fayid, where he became an active part of the BTE, MELF (British Troops Egypt, Middle East Land Force). And from there, just a few weeks later, attached to the 73rd Heavy Anti-Aircraft Regiment of the Royal Artillery.

			It was the beginning of the end of Western control of the Suez Canal and the start of the three-year Suez Emergency, ‘the forgotten war fought by a forgotten army’ as historians would come to describe it. Taught to trust no one, to view the Egyptians as inferiors, to fear invisible snipers and well-disguised close-range assassins, few of the hastily conscripted, poorly trained British troops understood the danger.

			Mike, however, with eyes in the back of his head, with his good head on his broad shoulders, thrived. Palling up with Nobby, Jock, Geordie, Taffy, Titch, Mac and Glen. Meeting up with some of the off-duty girls from the Women’s Royal Army Corps, out at the Old Vic Lido by the Great Bitter Lake. Jumping off the long jetty that ran out into the lake, Mike learning to snorkel and dive. Then strolling down to the beach to get some grub and a cold beer or two. Lolling around in the sun, cooling off in the shade under the veranda. Having your picture taken next to the double-trunked palm tree at the water’s edge.

			Usually, though, Mike was working, scheming, looking for the chance to ‘earn an extra bob or two’. When he discovered that in Cairo, off limits to British soldiers, you could buy British newspapers that were only a few days old, he arranged for military vehicles to fetch the papers from Cairo then sell them at a premium to his news-starved fellow recruits at the base. When a senior officer cottoned on to the scam, fast-thinking Mike escaped disciplinary action by agreeing to cut the SO in on the deal. The first of many rule-bending side deals Mike would make over the coming years.

			Then, in March 1953, he was off again, after being vetted for intelligence work by the War Office and Scotland Yard. Two months later Mike left Egypt and returned to London, where his National Service officially ended in June 1953.

			The day after it ended he re-enlisted and resumed serving with the Royal Army Education Corps, with the rank of acting sergeant. He immediately began an other-ranks security course at the Intelligence Corps Depot at Maresfield Barracks, near Uckfield in Sussex, where he was graded as ‘C’ – code for the Secret Intelligence Service now known as MI6. Transferred to the Intelligence Corps Centre, in September 1953 he left for Trieste in Italy, where he joined Unit 2 in the Trieste Security Office, part of the 5,000-strong army unit BETFOR (British Element Trieste Force).

			This was where the serious work began. Trieste was an important strategic seaport in the Adriatic Sea close to Italy’s eastern border, the south-east border of Austria and the western border of the communist bloc, then still Yugoslavia. Trieste had been a centuries-long pillar of Austria’s Habsburg Empire, but had been returned to Italian rule in the wake of the First World War, and it remained under Mussolini’s fascist control throughout the Second World War. Since 1945, however, Trieste had belonged to communist Yugoslavia under General Tito.

			By the time Mike reported for duty, Trieste had been declared a free independent state and divided into two zones: the Allied Zone A to the north, under the occupation of joint British and American forces, and a Yugoslav-run Zone B to the south. The Trieste Security Office was one of the busiest hotspots in the world. Mike was twenty, no longer the ruddy-faced conscript of two years before, but a highly trained intelligence officer operating at a juncture where communist agents and agitators mingled with spies of the Allies, crisscrossing in and out of the communist zone.

			Mike’s main job was vetting the swathes of would-be Zone B defectors. Potential informants had to be vigorously interrogated and their information properly assessed. Rooms set aside. Doors locked from the outside. Field interrogations. Threats. Beatings. Mind games. You didn’t ask permission. You did your bloody job.

			Mike also worked as an active member of the Chinese Laundry – code name for the unofficial SIS base in Trieste. Mike was never an official SIS agent. Nobody was ever an official agent for SIS, or MI6 as they later became known. He simply ‘ran errands’, helping track down spies and liaising with the Italian Intelligence Service. Small change. Then going off-book for the big stuff.

			Like the story he told his girlfriend Jenny Clarke, after he’d left the army, about the time he took part in a covert operation smuggling a high-value commie target out of Yugoslavia to Allied-controlled Trieste. How in the course of the op he’d had to kill a Yugoslavian guard. That it was a classic him-or-me situ, and that he now regretted it. How he’d kept a photograph of the guard’s family, lifted from the dead man’s bleeding body, having searched his pockets for money and valuables.

			Mike never missing a trick, never letting his feelings, however bothersome, run away and spoil things, ruin the taste of it.

			As soon as it was announced that Zone A was being returned to the Italians, early in October 1954, and that British and US troops were being immediately withdrawn from Trieste, Mike was on the first plane home. But while the Trieste Security Office closed for good in November, Mike was already deep into a three-month stint at the Army’s Joint Service School for Linguistics in Bodmin, Cornwall. His speciality: Russian-language training. As soon as he’d completed the course in February 1955 he was back to the Intelligence Corps Centre then assigned to Northern Command, Field Security Section (FSS), where he served as acting corporal.

			The FSS was about sifting classified info gathered from multiple sources, not least the Secret Intelligence Service. Handling enemy intelligence operatives, public and private sympathisers, proven and closeted collaborators, secret arrests, top-level interrogations. Covert operations. Kidnapping. Executions. Bond’s fictional licence to kill: recognised, in reality, at SIS as a ‘supreme breach of law’.

			Mike spent over a year getting his lily-whites dirty, building an impressive classified record of his own. By the time he officially left the FSS in May 1956 he’d been in uniform and out for over five years. Immediately placed on Section B of the Regular Army Reserve list in June that year, he attended regular training courses in order to renew what was known as his ‘life certificate’.

			Like all former members of the SIS, Mike never spoke of any of this to his family. In company, though, Mike could be a lively raconteur, brandy wit and small-hours bon viveur, openly boasting of his undercover army exploits. Most believed him. Some did not. No one doubted his shady past.

			Years later, managing the Animals, Mike treated singer Eric Burdon, his guest at his home in Palma, Mallorca, to an extraordinary spectacle. Several battleships from the US Seventh Fleet were docked at the island’s port, and American sailors filled the town’s bars and clubs – many of them owned by Mike.

			The reason, Mike explained, was that the US Navy were trying to recover a hydrogen bomb, which had been lost off the coast of Spain after two US planes collided in mid-air and crashed into the sea. How did Mike know this? Mike just knew things, he said, blowing smoke rings. Ah-ha.

			To shove the point home, Mike climbed into a wetsuit, snorkel and breathing apparatus, swam out to the area where the US fleet was anchored and set up some explosive devices. Later that day, over drinks back at one of Mike’s shoreline bars, Eric looked on awestruck as his manager began to ‘have some fun’, detonating the explosives using a radio-operated device and causing a series of preposterously loud explosions in the midst of more than thirty of the warships. American seamen were running scared all over shore.

			Did this really happen? Certainly, more than one of Mike’s ‘friends’ from those days would later recall the story. More than one even claimed to have been there. More than one lied.

			Did anything Mike say ever really happen?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Jimmy and Maurice

			New York, 8 August 1965. Letter home to dad.

			I just want to let you know I’m still here trying to make it. Although I don’t eat every day everything’s going alright for me. It could be worse than this but I’m going to keep hustling and scuffling until I get things to happening like their supposed to for me.

			Tell everyone I said hello. Leon, Grandma, Ben, Ernie, Frank, Mary, Barbara and so forth. Please write soon. It’s pretty lonely out here by myself. Best luck and happiness in the future.

			Love, your son, Jimmy.

			Hoping for a return letter with a few dollars in it. But no money ever came. If Al joined the dots he never showed it, always too preoccupied with his own problems.

			After losing the Little Richard gig, Jimmy hooked up with Fayne again. Back in New York, hopping from one shithole Harlem dosshouse to another, only ever a day’s rent away from being locked out and losing his gear. Fayne losing her mind when one day he brings home Highway 61 Revisited. You spent our dollars on what?

			‘Come on, baby, you never heard Bob Dylan?’

			‘Bob who? No, I don’t know who Bob Dylan is.’

			Jimmy unable to believe it but digging on the chance to turn her on, Fayne who always knew more than he did about everything. This here is Bob Dylan, dig? Fayne looking at him like all the brothers did that time in the club when Jimmy made them play ‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right’. Like, this some cracker shit, man! Fayne indulging the boy, waiting for the goddamn record to end, lighting another cigarette, leg swishing like a cat’s tail. Jimmy all bug-eyed, ignoring the blank he is drawing.

			‘I figured Jimmy was so heavy into what I was into that he would never like anything like that.’ Fayne, barefoot outside in the garden shade, talking in 1973, in her red polo-neck sweater, big, heavy medallion and white jeans; Fayne, so beautiful to look at and funny crazy to know.

			‘But he just loved it to death. I wanted to get up and go to the bathroom; he would grab me by my arms and sit me down, you know, like I’m gonna miss this part.’ Fayne smiling at the memory. ‘I couldn’t miss it.’ Jimmy had the record player turned so loud ‘you could hear it to 42nd Street, probably. We almost got put out of the building behind Bob Dylan . . .’

			Late 1965. What did any brother need Bob Dylan for, man? You got James Brown – ‘Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag’ (parts I and II). You got the Four Tops – ‘I Can’t Help Myself’. You got the Temptations – ‘My Girl’. You got Junior Walker & the All Stars – ‘Shotgun’. You got Joe Tex – ‘I Want to (Do Everything to You)’. You got Wilson Pickett – ‘In the Midnight Hour’. You got Marvin Gaye – ‘Ain’t That Peculiar’. You got the Supremes – ‘Stop! In the Name of Love’.

			You want me to go on, brother?

			You got Solomon Burke (‘Got To Get You Off My Mind’), Sam Cooke (‘Shake’), Ramsey Lewis (‘The “In” Crowd’), the Miracles (‘The Tracks of My Tears’), Otis Redding (‘I’ve Been Loving You Too Long’), the Impressions (‘People Get Ready’), Martha and the Vandellas (‘Nowhere to Run’), Don Covay (‘Seesaw’), Johnny Nash (‘Let’s Move and Groove (Together)’), Edwin Starr (‘Agent Double-O-Soul’).

			You need more, motherfucker?

			Fontella Bass (‘Rescue Me’), Little Milton (‘We’re Gonna Make It’), Barbara Mason (‘Yes, I’m Ready’), the Righteous Brothers (‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’’), Gene Chandler (‘Nothing Can Stop Me’), Bobby Bland (‘These Hands’), Ben E. King (‘Seven Letters’), Roy Head and the Traits (‘Treat Her Right’), Alvin Cash & the Crawlers (‘Twine Time’), Fred Hughes (‘Oo Wee Baby, I Love You’), Billy Stewart (‘I Do Love You’), Barbara Lewis (‘Baby, I’m Yours’), Little Anthony and the Imperials (‘Hurt So Bad’), the Marvelettes (‘Too Many Fish in the Sea’), Joe Simon (‘Let’s Do It Over’), the Spinners (‘I’ll Always Love You’) . . .

			All huge soul hits in America in 1965 and Jimmy didn’t give a shit.

			Strutting down 110th Street in his black witch’s hat and processed hair. Carrying his guitar to the pawnshop again. He’d catch the jive.

			‘Are you coloured, nigger?’

			Jimmy back in his hotel room with Fayne, burning up the record player to Dylan, digging the poetry, the surrealism, tripping on John Hammond Jr.’s So Many Roads, blues with a white man’s twisted edge; getting high to the Stones and the Beatles, grooving on British Invasion cats like the Animals, head-rushing on the Byrds, hip to the changes going down, desperately wanting in. No way of knowing how. No real friends in Harlem at all.

			Fayne was baad. Jimmy was no-way never.

			‘He didn’t like to stand out, kind of timid, you know?’ remembered Albert Allen, who lived for a while with his twin brother Arthur in the same cheap rooming house as Jimmy and Fayne. ‘Except Jimmy always stood out!’

			Jimmy sitting around with his guitar, writing words of poesy on stray pages in the early hours while Fayne slept or was just out having a better time with someone else. Jimmy stoned, sitting around with his guitar, reading sci-fi and getting strange, cosmological thoughts. Then out hustling for work with hardened black club players who despised him for his youth, his daydreams, his flash-ass ways. Jimmy getting ready to cut out.

			Fayne hating those motherfuckers for the way they treated Jimmy. Even when they let him on the stage to jam, show what he could do, maybe make a dollar, they would fuck him around, know-better, shitty old never-was nobodies.

			‘They’d get up and just mess up so bad behind him. It was incredible, you know? And he’d be looking all disgusted on the stage, and he’d keep looking back at ’em. The other guys come and tell him he’s gotta turn it down. You know, taking him through all kind of changes.’

			Jimmy back at the hotel room, sitting on the bed, holding the sleeve of Highway 61 in his lap, rolling a joint, looking down at Dylan with his big piled-up hair, holding his sunglasses, in a motorcycle tee and Marlon Brando-coloured shirt and a face like James Dean. Flipping it over, digging on the far-out notes: ‘. . . then Rome & John come out of the bar & they’re going up to Harlem . . . we are singing today of the WIPE-OUT GANG – the WIPE-OUT GANG buys, owns & operates the Insanity Factory – if you do not know where the Insanity Factory is located, you should hereby take two steps to the right, paint your teeth & go to sleep . . .’

			‘Can you see?’ Jimmy says. ‘Can you dig what it is he’s really saying?’

			‘Sure, baby.’ Fayne yawning. ‘Come to bed, baby.’

			Jimmy not yet initiated into the mind’s eye hurricane of LSD but wide open to the sea of possibilities he hears in Dylan’s lyrics, his poetry, his defiant self-actualisation. No one really knowing what Dylan’s really saying, just intuiting a whole new level of insight through modern rock ’n’ roll. Jimmy reading about the electric show at the Newport Folk Festival just weeks before, where Dylan got booed, man, fucking booed, you believe that? Newspapers jumping right on it: ‘He electrified one half of his audience and electrocuted the other.’ Jimmy just loving that idea, seeing himself doing the same; if he only could he only would.

			‘Baby, come to bed.’

			Jimmy sleeping in bed with his guitar on his chest. Fayne would go to move it, but he would open one eye: ‘No, no, no, leave my guitar alone . . .’

			Jimmy loved Fayne. Loved her so much it made him cry and made Fayne laugh. Every time Fayne stepped out on him Jimmy vowed he would never let another woman make him feel that way, begging her back for more. Drifting from one crap-hole rooming house to the next, trash piling up around them till it touched the sky, Jimmy still clinging to his Dylan and his poesy and his little science-fiction books. Jimmy still just a kid in Fayne’s hot brown eyes, and what good’s a kid when you got to live?

			Jimmy laughed and looked away as he signed a piece of paper he already knew wasn’t worth shit, giving over his management and contract recordings to Henry ‘Juggy’ Murray, mover and shaker at something called Sue Records. Sue had a stable of black acts, mainly early stuff by Don Covay, Ike and Tina, here today, gone later today dance shit. Juggy knew Jimmy didn’t have any songs he could use, but he knew the boy could play, so signed him, put a few dollars in his pocket and told him to come back later.

			Jimmy cashed the cheque and forgot about it. Two-year deal. Option for a further three. Those motherfuckers were craazy. Jimmy didn’t have shit needed managing, didn’t have any real songs to record yet, just long poems, half Oldie English and half Harlem street hustler. Just took the magic beans and ran home to mama. The next week it was straight back to zero. Jimmy and Fayne constantly fighting. Constantly down. Growing sicker of each other even as they fucked each other’s brains out on the floor.

			‘He was very well endowed, you see,’ Fayne would curl up and tell you. ‘He was creative in bed too. There would be encore after encore . . . hard-driving and steamy like his music. There were times he almost busted me in two the way he did a guitar onstage.’

			When they fought Jimmy always lost the war of words. He knew he had to get away but didn’t know how. In the end he wrote Fayne a letter. ‘It seems that this is the only way I can express myself and say what I want to say without being interrupted and without starting an argument.’

			It only made things worse, Fayne tearing up the letters and tossing them. Jimmy so worn down when Fayne told him she had gone and married Arthur Allen behind his back. Arthur was cool, still let Jimmy stay in his place. But Fayne wanted Jimmy gone now, and after he overheard her arguing with Arthur about it Jimmy just split. Took the subway from 125th Street to West 4th Street – Harlem to Greenwich Village – carrying everything he wanted to take with him in his guitar case.

			Recalling those days not much later, Jimi said, ‘I used to go to the [Harlem] clubs, and my hair was really long then. Sometimes I’d tie it up or do something with it and the cats would say, “Ah, look at that: Black Jesus.” Even in your own section [of town]. I had friends with me in Harlem, 125th Street, and all of a sudden cats, old ladies, girls, anybody would say, “Ooh, look at that. What is this, a circus or something?”’

			The Village was where Dylan and all those hip white folk cats hung out, the poetry crowd. Jimmy had his ticket to ride, looking for a new place to fit in, just to be. Jimmy looking for his kinda people. But the Village had its own closed scene. Few blacks. That cafe society scene that Miles and Trane and Billie and the Bird and the Count and Lena and Nat King and all those kinda cats had once made home from home . . . that was another lifetime. The Village was white now. Black tolerant, sure, but not for music, shimmy-shine dooby-wooby. All that dancing in unison, man, come on, singing ’bout love-love-love, finger-poppin’ good darkie shit, that stuff’s for squares.

			Beatniks didn’t dance. They liked think music. Hanging out drinking coffee and smoking reefer at Gerde’s Folk City on West 4th or the Bitter End on Bleecker Street, or four doors down at the Cafe Au Go Go or the Cafe Wha? on the corner of MacDougal, or up the street from that, the Gaslight Cafe. These were arty hangs, painters, actors, models, writers, Ginsberg-Burroughs-Capote-McKuen-type places, queer factories, heroin brotherhoods, the music all acoustic and rustic and full of bile and beer and green tobacco. Dave Van Ronk. Tom Paxton. Phil Ochs. John Sebastian. Maria Muldaur. Good people but serious. Educated. Moneyed. Indoor sunglasses. Cravats. Pipes. Can anybody here say Tom Rush?

			Jimmy dug it, saw the bigger picture, just couldn’t see where his pretty black ass fitted in to that. Oh sure, you could catch Mississippi John Hurt at the Gaslight once in a blue moon, maybe Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee giving it up for the white folks once in a while, but these were history acts. Museum pieces. Not hot-shit young blacks. Not like dangerman Jimmy.

			In October Jimmy was back on the road, this time with the Mob-owned Joey Dee and the Starliters, ten shows in Massachusetts. Joey, who’d had the number 1 hit of 1961 with ‘Peppermint Twist’, sold a mil then got his first royalty cheque and found out he somehow ‘owed’ the label $8,000. When Joey asked where his bread was, the boys told him, ‘Joey, you’re gonna get hurt. Keep your fuckin’ mouth shut.’

			Back in New York, hanging on to himself outside his new digs, a West 47th Street dump called the American Hotel, Jimmy got yapping to another starry-assed Harlem refugee named Curtis Knight.

			Now going by the name Maurice James – Mo-Reece sounding more so-phis-ti-ca-ted, more Bleecker Street, can you dig it, but mainly to try to shake off any heat from unpaid hotel bills and, uh, ‘out of date’ contracts – Jimmy listened good as dead-eyed Curtis laid down his rap. Knight was thirty-six, a singer and guitarist who’d released a number of no-go singles over the past four years and now fronted his own blues and soul group, the Squires. That was his story. In reality, he was a pimp from Kansas with a stable of whores operating out of west Manhattan. Hey, baby, a man’s gotta do!

			Curtis had recently lucked into a scene with an old-timey record hustler named Ed Chalpin. Ed had made his bones selling ‘exploito’ shit overseas. You know, do a cheaply made cover of an original hit so exact that the dumb ass in the street don’t know it’s a fake. Named his label Twin Hits – a gasser title under the umbrella of his real outfit, PPX Enterprises – and struck gold with make-you-shudder crap like ‘Memphis Tennessee’ by Bernd Spier, which hit number 1 in West Germany in 1964.

			Ed saw the whole soul-singer thing as a comer, put a few bucks Curtis’s way and booked him into the el cheapo basement studio at the American. Jimmy – Maurice – had pawned his guitar again, but Curtis offered to loan him his spare if he would join him with Ed in the studio and cut a couple of tracks as a favour, no biggie, dig, get you something to eat, nigger. Jimmy – Maurice – looking ahead to another night sitting alone and hungry in his seventh-floor roach palace, jumped at the chance.

			As soon as Jimmy – Maurice – plugged in and began making the strings purr, both Curtis and Ed knew they had something here they could really use. Curtis, the protective big bro Jimmy never had, gave the kid a job in the Squires, gigging in bars and clubs around New York three nights a week, regular money, honey. And Ed came on all godfatherly and offered the boy a one-page contract to sign, another of those three-year bullshit promises. Jimmy happy to sign any old thing just to get his guitar out of hock. Ed laying down coin to make the deal legal: exactly one dollar. Plus a line in the contract: ‘and other good and valuable consideration’.

			Why not? Jimmy saw this bullshit for what it was. When Curtis gave him the chords to ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ to play then began making up his own bullshit lyrics on top, renaming it ‘How Would You Feel’, like no one might notice the difference, ha, yeah. Jimmy didn’t care. It was none of his business. He just played, got paid and went back to balling chicks and dreaming his own all-night-long dreams. Just another one-night stand, dig?

			Curtis on the horn the next day telling him where to be for the next studio session, cutting the Wolf’s ‘Killing Floor’, Brother Ray’s ‘What I’d Say’, encouraging Jimmy to really stretch and moan on ‘California Night’, a sepulchral blues remodel of Albert King’s ‘Travelin’ to California’, Curtis’s so-so vocal easily ignored, Jimmy’s guitar reshaping the King’s sun-worn notes into a jewel- edged lash, dice your sweet black ass.

			Jimmy never paid outright for any of these sessions, all part of the deal that kept him off the streets. Jimmy in bed reading Spiderman comics, using his Spidey sense to feel his way round this latest scene.
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