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Dedication



   


   


   “There is neither heaven nor hell. 


  Neither good nor evil.


  There is only the Great Master.”


   


  This book is dedicated to the musician lost between heaven and hell in search of glory and fortune


  In exchange for his soul



   


   


  London. November, 1986.


  A steady rain was falling outside, raindrops lashing violently against the panes of the French windows of my one-bedroom apartment and rapidly transforming my garden into a muddy pond.


  On a stereo turntable a vinyl record spun undisturbed. Its volume had been turned up to drown out the sound of the bad weather.


  My fingers danced across the keys of my saxophone (a Selmer tenor, a French brand) accompanied by Dave Brubeck’s music.


  I loved to improvise over the same part of Georgia on my mind because of its lengthy piano introduction which was always a source of inspiration to me. It was at times like these that I felt capable of defying the storm.


  The entire city had been stricken by stormy weather for more than an hour. It was raining cats and dogs according to the popular expression used here, a relentless downpour that had driven away the pigeons of Trafalgar Square and put paid to the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace.


  The drains of Camberwell Grove, the street where I lived at the time, ran thick with sludge. The street itself was a tree lined lane which wound from Camberwell Church Street losing itself in the heights of Denmark Hill. My neighbourhood was called Camberwell, a cosmopolitan area bordered by the Thames to the south and stuck between the ethnic unrest in Brixton and Peckham’s Jamaican market


  It was that night, on a Thursday, the 27th of November, that it all began. At around nine o’ clock in the evening, Dermot, who played the bass in my jazz quartet, telephoned me inviting me to down a pint or two with him at the George Canning, the local pub. The timing was perfect; I was dying to knock back a few beers. I had been stuck indoors all day and needed to see people, ladies especially. I had nothing against the George Canning, an Irish owned pub where you could enjoy a marvellous Guinness – if that was your preference – or sip on a smooth Jameson. The thing was that it was rare to find a customer at the George Canning who was less than fifty years old and did not speak in a harsh Irish brogue which made you feel like you were constantly being shouted at. The regulars, whose faces were all the same bright red, sobbed like girls after downing pints of beer. You became their best friend after the sixth pint. But by the seventh, their large fists smashed your nose because as far as they were concerned, you were nothing more than an English pig after all. I have nothing against the Irish, on the contrary: Dermot, an old friend, and my ex - with whom I had lived for five years – were both Irish. But I felt like going somewhere else that evening and suggested the Phoenix to Dermot, it was a trendier pub situated only a few hundred meters from the George Canning. Dermot raised no objections. After all, it was closer to where he lived: Dermot rented a tiny bedsit on a street which ran along the railway terminating in a dead end right in front of the Phoenix.


  The Phoenix was a pleasant rectangular building, built over two floors with arched windows and wrought iron awnings. Some highly inspired architect had had the bright idea of building the pub right inside Denmark Hill’s former railway station. You could still catch a train from there, but the large waiting room which had once been bustling was now long gone. The un-plastered brick walls had been kept as well as the enormous round clock with large roman numerals. It had been assembled at Leeds by Potts & Sons and hung by two heavy chains above the main entrance. Down below between the rustic benches and cigarette machines, a long and narrow bar faced away from the platforms. A large fireplace served as a source of warmth during snowy winters and wet autumns. This place was the favourite hangout of artists, the newly rich and the neighbourhood belles.


  The rain had finally subsided by the time Dermot showed up at the Phoenix. The large single room was packed and extremely noisy. We made our way through the crowd, braving Eric Clapton’s Layla at top volume. Dozens of thirsty customers had gathered around the counter in a hurry to get served before the close of business.


  “The first round is on me.” Dermot announced. “A Guinness?”


  “No thanks. I’ll have a pint of Grolsch, please.”


  “That Dutch shit?”


  I was getting ready to defend the qualities of Dutch shit, when I heard a shout from the crowd.


  It was Kevin, the drummer of our jazz quartet, ensconced at a table near the fireplace. Two vacant places next to him had been freed up and he was inviting us to join him. Kevin was a rather frail man. He was five feet seven inches tall and had thin, almost transparent skin. His long, straight dark hair was flattened behind his ears ... the exact opposite of Dermot, a solid Irishman who was five feet ten inches tall with curly blond hair that was almost ginger.


  “Hello Kevin. Are you by yourself?” I asked as I sat next to him.


  “Hey Jack. Not really. Jeremy was here with his new girlfriend. They’ve just left. Hence the two available seats.”


  Jeremy, like me, played the saxophone. But he was nowhere near as talented as I was.


  “Did they leave because he saw me?” I asked. “Jeremy just can’t accept the fact that I’m better than him.”


  “No. His girlfriend couldn’t stand talking about music all night. You know what women are like. Mind you, you must have forgotten about all that…”


  “Hey, could one of you give me a hand?” interrupted Dermot arms laden with three pints.


  “Don’t tell me that three beers are too heavy for our Irish friend! “ Kevin teased.


  “Carrying three pints isn’t that easy when you only have two hands” Dermot shot back promptly. “I shouldn’t have bought you this Guinness anyway. It’s wasted on an Englishman.”


  We could squabble like that for hours. The English had always made fun of the Irish, who themselves teased the English because their fathers and grandfathers had done the same before them. It was only after the third round, which was mine, that things took a turn for the worse when the waitress gave me ten pence change for the five pound note that I had generously offered. That was the way my luck ran.


  “I’m fed up” I raged. “I'm thirty… I’m thirty years old... And I'm broke”.


  “Yeah, money’s really scarce,” added Kevin. “It’s the same with me: all I have is ten pounds until my next unemployment cheque.”


  “Things are a lot better for me” joked Dermot. “I still have twelve quid to last me until the end of the month.”


  My two friends guffawed. I however did not laugh and I threw the change on the table.


  “Ten fucking pence, that’s all I have left! I can’t continue being so broke. I haven’t paid any bills this month... And I have nothing left to eat. “


  “We need to earn more money with the quartet” Dermot added “and in order to achieve that we are going to have to change our musical direction. I’ve been saying it for ages: we’ve got to become more commercial, hire a singer, do covers, play at weddings and parties.”


  “Are you really going to bring that up again?” I asked irritably. “Why don’t we stick feathers in our asses and dance the Cancan, while we’re at it? “ 


  “All three of us are broke. Alan isn’t much better off; he is skint and is talking about selling his piano. What harm would there be in earning fifty quid every Saturday night, cash in hand? Perhaps you might even find yourself someone at one of these weddings, who knows?”


  “If our pianist ditches his piano, we’ll become a trio!” joked Kevin.


  The two laughed.


  “There's nothing funny about that,” I protested. “We’ve got to maintain our integrity to the end.”


  “Tell me, Jack, where is this integrity of yours when you sign on at the unemployment office for your miserable allowance? “ Dermot asked angrily. “We do a gig every three months in a rotten club for two beers each in front of people who are only there to drink. No one cares about our music. No wonder we’re broke.”


  “We must persevere on our chosen path. Someday ...”


  “Yeah, someday ... Meanwhile, I’m going to have to get up at six in the morning tomorrow, to move refrigerators and washing machines in order to be able to earn barely enough to eat. That is our reality ... So, bye, guys, I'm leaving. We’ll speak on the phone: I might have an idea ... “ 


  Dermot left without finishing his beer. As Kevin pointed out, he must have been really pissed off: he loved his Guinness.


  “Well, he’ll get over it”.


  “No doubt about that, Jack... But it is true that if we made some concessions... “


  “Wait, you’re not going to go down that route either, are you? What’s it with the both of you? Do you have faith in our music or not?”


  “Well, I must say that is more your music than ours ... “ 


  “If you don’t like my music, all you have to do is write some stuff too. But playing at parties is not my cup of tea.” 


  “Calm down, Jack... It's not mine either.”


  “I am prepared to do anything to succeed, you know that. But I'm talking about a real success, not a mediocre one. It’s fame and fortune that I'm after.”


  “That, my friend, does not come easy ... “


  “Yes, it's not obvious” I sighed. “If only life was less complicated! “


  I gazed sadly at our empty glasses.


  “Meanwhile, there’s nothing left to drink. “


  Kevin glanced anxiously at the old clock.


  “It’s nearly eleven, time to go home.”


  “I'm going to stay until closing if you don’t mind. It’s nice here, near the fireplace. It’s damp and freezing at my place.”


  “Suit yourself... I'm out.”


  Alone, I stretched my legs under the now vacant chairs. The toxic clouds exhaled by smokers dispersed slowly, swept by the blades of the huge fans hanging from the ceiling. The air became more breathable as customers gradually began to leave. The large room was emptying, with only a few diehards still lingering over their last pints. I noticed a pretty blonde, perched on a stool at the bar, a cigarette in her mouth. She was finishing her glass of white wine, trying to end an awkward conversation with a giant of a guy sporting a crew-cut. It was obvious that the guy was not with her, and that he was trying to score for the night. I'd have done the same if I had had the opportunity to. Except that I had no guts when it came to girls and the place was already taken anyway. The gaze of the young woman met mine and we look at each other for a few moments, through the smoke from her cigarette. She whispered a few words in the ear of her companion and left.


  “Do you mind if I join you, young man?”


  I flinched. That voice did not belong to a young girl: it was an old man’s and he was standing in front of my table. I looked around me: the pub was virtually deserted. Why had this old man chosen one of the few tables that were still occupied? He resembled one of those Irish recluses at the George Canning, who stuck to your side, once they had set their eyes on you, babbling for hours telling boring stories about their hometowns. I pretended not to have heard him. If only he’d go somewhere else and leave me alone! Yet there was something about his face that intrigued me, drew me in even. Was it those eyes that were so blue that stared at me with a rare intensity? Was it his hair, as   abundant and white as the eternal snow? Or the enigmatic smile that extended to wrinkles that were as deep as they were ancient? Dressed in a thick wool navy blue turtleneck sweater and velvet trousers which were too wide, the stranger looked like some ancient seafarer who had returned from some distant voyage to unknown regions. He had a rather prominent stoop which made standing upright really difficult for him. His twisted and shaking hands were laden with two pints, one of Guinness and the other of lager. He asked again:


  “Can I sit?”


  “Go ahead: the pub is for everyone.” I grumbled. Pulling a chair from under the table, I reluctantly gestured to him to sit. The man placed the pint of lager in front of me.


  “This is for you.”


  “For me?”


  “You drink Grolsch, don’t you?”


  “Yes, but ... “


  “Well then: it's a pint of Grolsch, isn’t it? I personally prefer Guinness like all true Irishmen. It makes me sleep like a baby at night. Its’ a good thing I don’t live far from here!”


  Shit! I thought. I'm not about to go home, now that he has bought my company.


  It was past eleven and a few minutes were left for the last drunks to imbibe their poisons.


  “Do you come here often?” he asked.


  I burst out laughing.


  “What’s so funny?” he huffed.


  “You sound like you’re speaking to that beautiful girl who was at the bar… Are you going to ask if I live with my parents too?”


  The man shrugged.


  “Don’t worry; I'm not an old pervert who tries to flirt with young men in pubs at night. Besides, if I were half a century younger, I would offer a drink to a pretty young lady, certainly not you.”


  “I know exactly what you mean. Anyway, thanks for the beer.”


  “Well, it's only natural: I have often been penniless. I know what it’s like. So if I can offer you a little treat...”


  “Is it that obvious that I'm broke?”


  “Not at all!” corrected the old man, detecting a hint of animosity in my voice. “I overheard your discussion with your friends, that's all. I was just standing next to you.”


  The stranger smiled at my guarded expression and then decided to make a toast.


  “Let's drink to youth and beauty!” He suggested, pointing his beer at the bar, where the beautiful blonde had been sitting.


  “If you wish.”


  “I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Michael.”


  “A pleasure. I’m Jack.”


  “Pleased to meet you.”


  Michael swallowed half his pint quickly, as though he had had nothing to drink for weeks. Then wiping his lips with the back of his hand, he added:


  “Two rather transient qualities, aren’t they?”


  “What?”


  “Youth and beauty.”


  “Well, neither of them has to be earned.”


  Michael put his glass down. His eyes stared at me, gleaming.


  “Interesting! But why do you say so?”


  “Well, you can’t help whether you are born ugly or beautiful, can you?” I explained. “As for youth, we all age whether we like it or not. And then you are right: neither one nor the other ever lasts.”


  “Don’t I know it!” Michael sighed. Then he rubbed his chin. He seemed to be thinking.


  “Tell me, just now, with your friend, you were talking about glory and fame ...”


  “So you were really spying on me.”


  “Perish the thought. It was pure chance, believe me, due to closeness and boredom. You see, I rarely go out at night. I usually stay at home, dozing in front of my TV. Today I wanted to see people; I was feeling a little lonely. So I listened to the conversations around me.”


  A silence fell. It was Michael who broke it.


  “Tell me, Jack, were you serious?”


  “Serious? About what?”


  “About being ready to do anything to become rich and famous.”


  “Certainly ... as long as I don’t have to play at weddings on Saturday night.”


  “Well. Would you go as far as selling your soul?”


  The question which was as ludicrous as it was unexpected made me smile.


  “Wow! All that’s a load of bull.”


  “Perhaps. But assuming that it was possible, would you go that far?”


  I swallowed a mouthful of beer. It helped me think.


  “I think so.” I replied nonchalantly.


  “Really?”


  “Why not? What would I have to lose?”


  “Your soul.”


  “If it exists!”


  “You can be sure it does.”


  “Really? I take it you have seen a lot of souls?” I joked.


  “More than one.”


  “Well then, perhaps it would be wiser to lay off the Guinness given your age.”


  “There’s no need to be unpleasant and leave my age out of it. I can help you if you've made up your mind.”


  I found the old man amusing. He stared at me without blinking, his expression revealing nothing of his outrageous suggestion.


  “Help me? How?”


  “In exchange for your soul, I could…”


  I did not allow Michael to finish his sentence. I choked on my beer, in a fit of laughter.


  “My word, you take yourself for God ... or the devil!”


  “Of course not! I take myself for neither one nor the other.”


  “Ah, you reassure me! Excuse me, but for a minute I had thought that…”


  “Why would I take myself for the Great Master, when I am only his humble messenger? “


  By now I no longer found Michael entertaining and snatched the pint out of his hands.


  “Okay, that’s enough. Time to stop boozing and talking nonsense, and to go home quietly for a nice long sleep… Everything will feel a lot better by tomorrow.”


  “Stop treating me like a senile old man. I haven’t taken leave of my senses. It is a most honourable proposal. A contract will be written and ... “


  “You’re out of your mind! Come to your senses, for heaven's sake!”


  “For heaven's sake?” The old man exploded unexpectedly, while rising sharply. “For heaven's sake! That's rich coming from you!”
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