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I wasn’t famous.
I wasn’t even almost famous.
But I was there …





1
Derek Taylor

February–March 1968

I was sprawled out on the sofa in my Hollywood apartment, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, watching a game show on the black-and-white, thirteen-inch TV, smoking a joint, and getting really annoyed. My date was almost two hours late. I was alone in the apartment because my roommates, both high school friends from Tucson, were out partying. Where the hell was he?

When the phone finally rang around 10:00 p.m., I didn’t try to hide the fact that I was upset.

“Chris! It’s Allan.” He sounded a little out of breath, and from the background noise I guessed he was in a restaurant somewhere.

“Allan, where have you been?” I said. “You said you’d be here two hours ago.”

“I know, I’m sorry, but look, I’m at the La Brea Inn with some friends and there’s someone here you have to meet.” Allan was talking fast. “His name is Derek Taylor, he used to work for the Beatles, he’s doing publicity for A&M Records, and, Chris, you just have to come down here and meet him.”

“I don’t want to go out. I thought you were coming over here.” I was still annoyed with Allan, and I didn’t believe that this guy Derek knew the Beatles. The Beatles! Who knew anyone who worked for the Beatles? He was probably just one of those people hanging out on the periphery who once met someone who once knew someone who claimed they were once best friends with someone who worked for the Beatles.

“Chris, you’ll really like him.” Allan sounded pretty excited, actually. He was almost pleading with me. “Just jump in your car and come over. Come on!”

I was torn—should I go or stay? I remember staring at the lamp on the side table, almost as if I thought it might tell me what to do. Allan seemed sincere about wanting me to join him, and whoever Derek was, he had certainly impressed Allan. I’d never seen him act this way about anyone before. Oh, what the heck, whatever happened, it would be better than sitting in my apartment all alone feeling sorry for myself.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there in half an hour or so.”

“Hurry. I’ll be watching for you,” he said.

I changed into my yellow-striped bell-bottom jeans and white top with puffy sleeves (Cher in her “Sonny and” days was my fashion idol), touched up my makeup, and drove to the La Brea Inn on Sunset Boulevard and North La Brea Avenue. I loved my new beige Mustang, which I’d bought in Tucson for two thousand dollars. My father co-signed the loan. I’ll never forget that feeling of driving off the lot in my new car, the windows down, the hot desert air blowing through my hair. Oh, that indescribable feeling of total freedom!

The drive took about fifteen minutes. The streetlights on Sunset Boulevard were so bright it might as well have been day, and under their glare I began to feel exposed and insecure. Maybe I should have stayed home. Really, all I’d wanted to do that night was hang out with Allan in my apartment, two friends talking, no pressure, no stress. I liked it that way. I always tried to take things lightly, not to invest too much, although I have to admit that even at twenty I fantasized a lot about finding the right guy and a relationship that would last a lifetime. Maybe this is the one, I’d think when I first became interested in someone. But when the relationship ended, even though it would hurt like hell, I moved on pretty quickly. I went with the flow—one of my great strengths that would also prove, at times in my life, to be a significant weakness.

I parked my car in the crowded lot and took a few deep breaths, trying to force the anxious thoughts out of my mind and put a confident smile on my face. I was always uncomfortable walking into a room where the party was going strong and everyone else seemed to know one another. Never knowing what to expect, I feared I wouldn’t fit in, that no one would talk to me, and if they did, I’d say something stupid or inappropriate. So I had learned to put on a “face,” smiling confidently, walking with a firm stride, my back straight and head held high while my insides were trembling, whether from fear or excitement I never quite knew.

The restaurant was dimly lit, and a massive two-sided fireplace in the center of the room separated the bar from the dining area. A thin fog of cigarette smoke drifted toward the high ceiling, a pleasant hum of conversation filled the room, and the crackling fire put a pleasant glow over everything. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw Allan waving to me from a table by the fireplace.

“Hey, Chris, glad you made it,” he said, giving me a hug and introducing me, first, to the two women at the table—a writer named Eve and her friend, whose name I immediately forgot. I wasn’t paying attention to them anyway because I couldn’t take my eyes off the handsome man who had pushed back his chair, waiting for Allan to introduce us. He was so—well—so English, dressed in a navy blazer with a silk scarf tied loosely around his neck and tucked into an open-collared shirt, a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other. A well-groomed mustache lined his upper lip, his long hair, layered to look somewhat unkempt, curled up at the ends, and his eyes drooped in a gentle, lazy way. Just like Paul McCartney’s eyes, I thought.

“Chris O’Dell, meet Derek Taylor,” Allan said.

“Lovely to meet you, Chris,” Derek said, standing up and taking my hand in his, all the while looking deep into my eyes. At that moment I felt like the most important person in the world, as if no one else in the room mattered to him. Dashing—that was the word for him. He reminded me of the romantic, swashbuckling Errol Flynn.

I sat down next to Allan and tried not to look like I felt—out of my element. This was clearly the “in” crowd. Eve was talking about her latest writing project, and from the sound of it, she was one of those almost-famous people who really did know a lot of famous people. Dressed in jeans and a flowing silk blouse, with rings on almost every finger and a huge gaudy necklace that was probably worth a fortune, she held her head back at a steep angle, eyes slightly narrowed, looking down the steep cliff of her cheek at me. I’m sure she sensed my insecurity and perhaps that raised the angle of her chin a bit higher.

“What’s your sign?” she asked me, her eyes intent and unsmiling.

“Sign?” I had no idea what she was talking about.

“Astrological,” she said, raising her chin a little higher.

I smiled, trying to be friendly. “Pisces,” I said. And with that, she turned away and didn’t speak another word to me for the rest of the evening. Like everyone else, she focused her attention on Derek, and who could blame her? I loved the way his eyebrow lifted in an amused sort of way and how his undulating, often indecipherable English accent cloaked what I would come to know as a Liverpudlian wit, which says one thing and means another, poking fun without being blatantly cruel about it. Derek would tell his stories, spinning his magic with perfectly chosen words, drawing you into his spell, and making you feel as if there were no better place to be in all the world than sitting right next to him. We drank and talked, and after three or four glasses of wine, I was feeling much better about everything, especially when Eve and her friend stood up to leave.

“Deadlines,” Eve explained, with a wink at Derek.

Derek, Allan, and I drew our chairs closer together, ordered more drinks, and stayed until the restaurant closed. Something clicked that night between Derek and me. He told me later that he was attracted to the fact that I seemed so unaffected by the Hollywood scene and so innocent about the world. I’m not sure how innocent I was—I’d been in LA for almost two years, and I’d already had several disastrous love affairs, I was drinking too much, smoking too much pot, and discovering the joys of amphetamines. But perhaps it was a sort of youthful naïveté that endeared me to Derek, and later to the Beatles, the Stones, and all the other rock stars, along with my willingness to withdraw into the shadows and let others take center stage.

I was always the listener, the eager helper who wanted more than anything to be liked and accepted, the friend who was content to do what she could to make other people happy. Ever since I was a little girl growing up in Keota, Oklahoma, I’d learned how to put other people’s needs above my own. The memories are so strong that I can still picture myself, a six-year-old girl with wavy blond hair and blue eyes who wore plaid dresses with white collars and patent leather Mary Janes with anklets. I’d skip down the sidewalk of the main street, past the sheriff’s office, past the winos sitting on the bench in front of Burris’s grocery story, past the tiny houses where I waved at people sitting on their porches or working in their yards until I came to my favorite spot, an old oak tree with spreading limbs and acres of grass all around.

Sitting under the leafy branches, my legs splayed out in front of me, I spent hours searching for four-leaf clovers. I had a lot of time after school to explore because my younger sister, Vicki, was sick again with chronic pneumonia—eventually the doctors would remove part of her right lung—and my mother was staying with her in the closest hospital, thirty miles away, across the Oklahoma border in Fort Smith, Arkansas. My father was always busy at school, teaching or coaching, and I had afternoons to myself. I was used to being alone. Loneliness was part of me, as familiar as taking a breath. The message I had internalized was to take care of myself, do the best I could, and no matter what the circumstances, keep a big smile on my face.

I also learned early on that I was not the center of the universe, but that knowledge did not stop me from pursuing my dreams. I never stopped looking for the four-leaf clover that would change my life. It was waiting out there for me, and when I couldn’t find it in the shade of the massive oak, I skipped along the dirt road and looked for it elsewhere. I never stopped dreaming that I would discover something precious and beautiful, mine alone to keep and treasure.

After we closed down the La Brea Inn, Derek invited Allan and me to continue the party at his rented home in Laurel Canyon. We sat in the living room, listening, as he rolled a joint and told us stories about how he’d once worked for a local paper in Liverpool and left that job to work as the personal assistant to the Beatles’ manager Brian Epstein. After touring with the Beatles in 1964, Derek moved to Hollywood to become a publicist for Paul Revere and the Raiders and, later, the Beach Boys, Captain Beefheart, the Byrds, Tiny Tim, and the Doors. But now, he said as he passed the joint around, he was preparing to leave LA in a few weeks to start his new job in London as press officer for Apple Corps Limited, the Beatles’ new company. His wife and four children (soon to be five and eventually six) were already settled in their new home in the country outside London.

That was the strongest pot I’d ever had, some Hawaiian stuff that I think Derek called “Icebox.” We listened to the Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band, playing the Intro and Outro track over and over again, which cracked us up. Derek continued to regale us with stories about his life with the Beatles, and I sat there stoned out of my mind, thinking, Wow, so this is how the in-crowd lives in Hollywood. I felt as if I had stepped into a whole new world. Which, of course, I had.

I look back at that magical evening with one question in mind: What if I had stayed home? We all have those critical junctures in our lives, when we make a seemingly trivial decision that radically alters the direction of our lives. It takes only a second, really, and then everything changes.

When I met Derek I was twenty, a high school graduate with a pleasant personality and an eagerness to please. I didn’t have any great ambitions, although I had moved to Los Angeles to get away from Tucson with the dream of something better happening to me. That was the choice—stay in Arizona and go to college (I wanted to major in drama), or leave Tucson with dreams but no plans and see where life took me. But when I got to LA, I realized I was just a small-town girl in a big city—lonely, directionless, insecure, and self-doubting, always waiting, waiting, waiting for a new experience or adventure to come along. I was free to be whatever I wanted to become, but I had no idea what that was.

That night in the La Brea Inn changed everything. I have lived such a storied life, filled with wild adventures and unimaginable opportunities, surrounded by rock stars and celebrities, living in times that were at once magical, thrilling, bewildering, and terrifying. Despite all the craziness and confusion, the bad (some would say stupid) decisions and the good (I would say lucky) choices, the close friendships and the bitter betrayals, the drug highs and the inevitable lows, this is my life and I wouldn’t change one tiny piece of it for fear of losing it all.

But back then I had no idea that one chance meeting would completely alter the direction of my life.

“Chris, dear, would you like to join me and some friends for dinner at the La Brea Inn?” I just adored Derek’s voice with its soft, sweet tone and the warmth that seemed to wrap around each word. I had to admit it—even though I struggled with the fact that Derek was fourteen years older than me (and married, with four children)—I had a huge crush on him. He was attracted to me, too, but the fact that he was married, with children, stopped anything from happening between us. His conscience got in the way, which was okay with me because I came to see him as more of a father figure than a boyfriend. A boyfriend could always dump me, but a father figure would protect me and stand up for me no matter what.

“I’d love to!” I said. I was sitting at my desk at Ted Randal Enterprises struggling with typing up the latest tip sheet on the mimeograph paper. Ted programmed radio stations in the US and Australia, picking the records he thought would be hits and creating playlists for the stations. I hated that mimeograph paper because it was so unforgiving of typos and so incredibly messy, the blue ink getting all over my hands every time I touched it.

Derek didn’t own a car—he didn’t even know how to drive, which I found sort of strange—and for the next three weeks I was his driver, chauffeuring him around Los Angeles as he tied up loose ends and prepared to move back to London. I drove him to television and radio interviews, sat in on recording sessions, accompanied him to meetings with lawyers and record producers, and joined him for lunches, dinners, and drinks with people like folksinger Phil Ochs, screenwriter Carl Gottlieb, film producer Fred Roos, and actress Teri Garr.

It was all such a frenetic, fantastic whirlwind, with one event following right on the heels of another, that I didn’t have time to go to work. Or so I told myself. For the first few days I phoned in sick, but after a while I didn’t even bother to call. All I wanted to do was be with Derek for the few short weeks before he left. When I finally handed in my notice, Ted Randal was clearly irritated with me, but truthfully I didn’t care—I was young and carefree, Derek was paying for all my gasoline and meals, and he was introducing me to so many people in the record and entertainment industries that I figured I’d find another job without a lot of trouble. In the meantime, I was having too much fun to worry about much of anything. I was living in the moment, and the moment was all about Derek.

One evening, just a few days before Derek left for London, was particularly memorable. I was in my apartment, getting ready to meet Derek at A&M Records, when he called.

“Chris, dear, tonight we’re having dinner with Peter Asher,” Derek said.

Peter Asher! I struggled to contain my excitement. Peter Asher, formerly of Peter and Gordon, the British duo! Peter Asher, brother of Jane Asher, Paul McCartney’s girlfriend! Peter Asher! I thought. Wow!

“Okay,” I said nonchalantly.

I remember thinking how well-mannered and quintessentially English Peter was as he dabbed at the corners of his mouth with his white linen napkin and talked to Derek about this new business venture called Apple. He had much redder hair than I had imagined from his photographs, and he wore black Buddy Holly–type glasses that might have looked goofy on someone else but made him look cute in a refined sort of way, if that makes any sense at all. Prim and proper and not one for small talk, Peter focused most of his attention on Derek. I assumed he was shy because he didn’t look at me very often, even though Derek kept trying to include me in the conversation. When Peter did turn my way, he swiveled his whole body around at the same time he turned his head, which seemed to me a very polite gesture and a way of giving me his full attention.

“Yes, my dear,” he said to me at one point, and I liked that, having Peter Asher call me “dear.” He had a really sweet smile. I sipped my wine and listened politely as the two men talked about the Beatles’ grand plans for Apple, including separate divisions for publishing, film, electronics, and even an Apple boutique. Peter was already working as head of A&R, the artists and repertoire division of Apple Records.

After we dropped Peter at the airport for his flight to London, Derek said the most amazing thing.

“You should think about coming to London, Chris.”

“London?” I wasn’t sure what he meant. Was he inviting me to come visit him?

“Apple is going to be huge,” Derek said. “It would be a very good time to appear, you know.”

I laughed, delighted by the idea of “appearing” at Apple. Would I just walk in and ask for a job? Was Derek serious? It seemed so preposterous. I didn’t have any savings, and I didn’t know a soul in London except for Derek and now Peter. I couldn’t just pack up and move to London without a job or a place to live—it was a fabulous fantasy, a scene that I could play out in my mind or in front of my mirror, picturing myself having tea with Pattie Harrison or chatting with George, Ringo, Paul, or John in a real English pub. And when I listened to Derek, sometimes I even believed the dream might come true.



2
Ciro’s

March 28–29, 1968
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Derek threw himself a going-away party, and it cost him a fortune. He charged his guests $5.50 to attend, figuring that wasn’t such a bad deal considering it included all the food and white wine they could drink plus a concert by the Byrds, Captain Beefheart and His Magic Band, and even Tiny Tim. He was hoping the entrance fee would pay for his return ticket to London the next day—he owed the IRS a lot of money as he somehow had neglected to pay taxes the entire time he was in the States—but many invited guests walked in without paying, hundreds more crashed the party, and Derek bought way too much white wine, which hardly anybody was drinking because they were all stoned or tripping on acid. He told me later that the party cost him over two thousand dollars.

“Derek has a lot of nerve asking for an admission fee,” said a handsome twenty-something-year-old dressed in jeans and with hair down to his shoulders. From the outfit, I figured he was in the promotion or publicity department of some record company. He laughed, then, knowing he was getting a good deal, and I laughed too, stretching out my hand to take his $5.50. Derek’s secretary, Jackie, was helping me collect money at the door. The line snaked around the block and by the time people got to us, they were a little antsy and ready to start partying.

I was all dolled up in an outfit I bought at a little clothes shop near the corner of Sunset and Vine. When I saw the lime green minidress with the spaghetti straps and the lacy netting over a skin-tight inner sheath, I couldn’t resist it. A new pair of white high-heeled shoes and a long blond fall completed the outfit. Looking at myself in the mirror just before I left to pick up Derek, I couldn’t help thinking that I looked a little bit like Twiggy, the London fashion model who was making “skinny” look fashionable. That was fine by me, because no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to gain weight. I’d always been self-conscious about my protruding bones.

I tried checking names off the guest list, but so many people showed up who weren’t on the list that I finally gave up. As long as they were willing to pay the $5.50 we let them in. After an hour or so, the line was gone and I left Jackie at the door to deal with the stragglers. We’d already collected what seemed like a lot of money, and I wanted to be inside partying with Derek and his friends.

I filled my wineglass and fought my way through the crowd to Derek, who was entertaining everyone with one of his stories. During a lull in the conversation, he put his arm around me and leaned close to whisper in my ear.

“Chris, luv, I’ve dropped some acid. Keep an eye on me. Don’t let me go over the top, okay?”

I knew Derek did acid—he told me later that the drug transformed his life and saved his marriage while simultaneously making him a true believer in the possibility of world peace, some pretty big claims if you asked me—but I’d never been around him when he was tripping and I’d never taken acid myself. I had no idea what to expect, although I’d heard stories of people freaking out and losing touch with reality. I stayed right next to Derek, feeling grateful that at least on this night I could be his protector.

The hours passed in a kaleidoscopic blur of color, movement, and sound. I took off my shoes and danced until my stockings were full of holes. I felt as if I were tripping on acid, too, because the noise was so intense that it seemed as if the room were pulsating and the walls might explode. At one point I looked around for Derek and couldn’t find him. I panicked, fearing that he had wandered off somewhere alone and unguarded, but he showed up a few minutes later with a big grin on his face, cigarette in one hand and wineglass in the other, winking at me as if to say, “I’m doing pretty well here, aren’t I?” Oh Derek, I thought. What am I going to do without you?

It seemed as if the party had just started when everything got quiet and I looked around to find the room empty of everyone but me, Derek, Jackie, and a few bleary-eyed stragglers.

“What time is it, luv?” Derek said, swaying a little on his feet.

I looked at my watch and my eyes got big. “Six-thirty,” I said, adding for no real reason, “in the morning.”

“Bloody hell, I’ve got a plane to catch!” Derek said, and suddenly we were all scurrying around the room, searching for our belongings. I couldn’t find my shoes. I searched everywhere for them, under the tables and chairs, even under the stage area, but they were nowhere to be found. Losing my pretty new white shoes got all mixed up in my mind with losing Derek and I started to cry, tears just pouring down my face, streaking my already smudged makeup.

“I can’t find my shoes,” I sobbed.

“There, there, luv, it’s okay,” Derek said, looking at me with concern. “Jackie will help you find them.”

We searched for a few minutes but finally gave up and headed out the loading doors to the side parking area. I blinked my eyes in the bright morning sunshine and took one look back, just to fix that night in my memory. Daylight spilled into the empty room. Chairs were overturned, plates and cups were scattered everywhere, and cigarette smoke drifted like a fog over it all. I turned around, my heart sinking, and began to run across the parking lot to my car.

We drove to Derek’s office, where he picked up his bags, and Jackie came running out with an extra pair of shoes. Black and at least two sizes too big, they didn’t look so good with my lime green dress but I was grateful to have them. I drove about twenty miles over the speed limit all the way to the airport, dropped Derek and Jackie at the terminal, parked the car, and then ran as fast as I could to the gate in those big black shoes. Several of Derek’s friends had come to see him off and they were all standing in a group near the gate area. Looking frazzled for the first time since I had known him, Derek told me he was out of cigarettes.

“Would you be a love and go buy me a carton?” he said, handing me a twenty-dollar bill.

I ran for what seemed like miles, found a store that sold cigarettes, and tore back to the gate. Jackie was still standing by the gate, but the door was closed.

“Derek asked me to say good-bye to you,” Jackie said, reaching out to pat my arm. “They were closing the gate, and he had to go.”

“But I have his cigarettes,” I said, hugging the carton of cigarettes to my chest. “I have to give him his cigarettes.”

“Chris, it’s okay,” Jackie said, trying to reassure me. “He’ll be fine without the cigarettes.” I understood, then, that Derek had sent me away, knowing the gate would close before I returned and hoping to spare me the pain of saying good-bye.

I couldn’t let him leave like that.

“Doesn’t he change flights in San Francisco?” I asked Jackie.

“He has a two-hour layover there before he continues on to London,” she said.

“I’m flying to San Francisco,” I said.

“Chris, please, you’ll never make it.” Jackie sighed. She knew she wasn’t going to talk me out of it.

“I’m going. But I don’t have any money—would you buy me a ticket?”

[image: image]

Half an hour later I was on my way to San Francisco. When we landed I pushed my way to the front of the plane and ran down endless corridors until I got to the gate for Derek’s flight. I don’t know how I didn’t fall flat on my face during that mad dash through the airport, flip-flopping around in Jackie’s big shoes. What a sight I must have been in my lime green minidress, my makeup smeared all over my face, my fall tilting over to one side of my head, a carton of cigarettes held tight to my chest.

I nearly crashed into the little stand by the gate.

“I have to get on this plane and give these cigarettes to someone,” I said, trying to catch my breath.

“I’m sorry, but we can’t let you do that,” the female gate attendant replied. “We’ve already had the final boarding call.”

“No, you don’t understand. You see, I just flew here from Los Angeles because he left these cigarettes behind.” I held up the carton of cigarettes as if it would explain my predicament. “He needs them. He’s going to London. I have to get on the plane.”

I wasn’t making any sense. She shook her head firmly, and I knew then that all was lost. I started to cry. I just stood there sobbing.

“All right,” she said, not unkindly, “but only for a minute. You must give him the cigarettes and come right back.”

“Thank you,” I said and ran as fast as I could onto the plane and down the aisle, searching the rows for Derek’s face. He was sitting in an aisle seat in the middle of the plane. His eyes were closed. I kneeled down next to him and touched his arm. He opened his eyes.

“You forgot your cigarettes,” I said, handing him the carton.

Completely disoriented, he took a moment to reply. “Oh. Chris. What are you doing? How did you get here?”

“I couldn’t let you leave without saying good-bye.” I took one long last look at him and it seemed that all my hopes and dreams were wrapped up with him and they were deserting me, too. I leaned over and gave him a hug and then I walked, with as much grace as I could muster, down the aisle and into the gate area where I stood at the big windows and watched his plane back up and taxi to the runway. Then I walked to a phone book and dialed my uncle’s number. I hadn’t seen him for a long time and we weren’t particularly close, but he was the only person I knew in the Bay Area. He picked me up at the airport, took one look at me, and drove me to a department store to buy some new clothes.

Derek called several times in the next few months to check on me and fill me in on his new job at Apple. At the end of these conversations he always encouraged me to think about moving to London.

“You know, Chris, things are really moving along here,” Derek said one morning when he called. “Are you going to come over?”

Every other time Derek asked that question, it seemed fanciful, teasing, as if to say, “I wish you could be here with us on this fabulous adventure even though I know it’s not really in the realm of possibility.” But this time Derek sounded more serious, as if he really wanted me to consider the idea.

“I promise I’ll think about it,” I said, smiling at the thought of seeing Derek again. Just hearing his voice on the phone lifted my spirits. If only I had some money saved up, I found myself thinking. If only I had wings and could just fly there on my own.

“Derek wants me to come to England and work at Apple.” I was having lunch with my friend Jack Nelson, a salesman I worked with at my new job with a record distributor. “What do you think I should do?”

“Are you kidding, Chris?” Jack said, taking a big bite of his cheeseburger. “You’d be crazy not to go.”

“But it would cost so much money,” I said, moving the French fries around on my plate. “You know, the airplane ticket, cash to get through the first few weeks, hotels, food, taxis.” I had no idea what the costs were going to be, but I was sure London was expensive.

“Will Derek help you get a job?”

“Well, he hasn’t exactly promised me a job, but I’m sure he’ll do what he can.”

“Have you got any money saved?”

“I haven’t made enough money to save any,” I said, feeling a little miserable. I was stuck, and I knew it. “Maybe I could sell something.”

“What about your car?”

“I owe more than it’s worth.” I pondered the seemingly insurmountable obstacles in my way. “The only thing I own of any value is my record collection.”

“Why not sell that?”

Sell my records? I was aghast. What would I do without my music? Where would I be without Smokey and the Miracles, Clyde McPhatter, the Supremes, the Four Tops, Elvis, the Beatles, and the Stones to soothe and rock me through the day?

“Look,” Jack said, leaning across the table and forcing me to pay attention to him, “I know a guy who buys used records. I bet you could get a couple hundred for them.”

So that’s what I did. I sold my records for two hundred dollars.

Then I called my parents.

“Hi, Mom,” I said, casually, as if this were one of our Sunday afternoon phone calls. We chatted for a while before I broke the news. “Listen, I have a chance to go to London—and maybe even work for the Beatles.”

“Are you kidding?” she said. “How did that happen?” Mom and Dad knew I worked in the record business in LA, but they thought the most famous person I’d met so far was Liberace and that was enough to impress them.

I told her about my friendship with Derek and his repeated phone calls asking me to move to London and work for the Beatles’ new company, Apple.

“Oh, Chris, England is a long way away,” Mom said.

“I know, Mom,” I said in a reassuring tone, “but believe me, this is a chance of a lifetime.”

My parents had learned a long time ago to turn my life over to me, to suffer their own fears in silence, and to support me in any way they could, as long as they felt I wasn’t doing something that might hurt me or harm my future. When my mother adjusted to the idea and actually became excited about my new opportunity, Dad’s worries eased. “What can we do to help?” they both asked. Dad sold my life insurance policy, Mom searched for an inexpensive one-way ticket to London, and they agreed to take over my car payments.

And that’s how it happened that on May 17, 1968, two months after Derek left LA, I hugged my parents good-bye at the Tucson airport and flew to London.
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APPLE

May 18–20, 1968

I arrived on a Saturday morning, took a taxi to a bed and breakfast in the Shepherd’s Bush district of London, visited all the big tourist sights on Sunday, and called Apple first thing Monday morning.

“Good morning,” a cheerful female voice answered. “Apple Corps Limited.”

“Hello,” I said in my most confident voice, “is Derek Taylor there?”

“One moment, please.” I waited for Derek’s familiar voice, my heart racing, all sorts of questions running through my mind. Was I dressed right? That was my big question. I’d spent a good hour that morning trying to decide what to wear for my first appearance at Apple. I’d packed four outfits that I considered appropriate for a London workday, and I tried them all on, finally settling on a shocking pink A-line dress with white tights and pink shoes with chunky block heels. From what I’d seen of London fashion, I felt as if I’d fit right in.

A second female voice came on the line. “Reception. May I help you?”

“Is Derek Taylor there?” I repeated.

“I’m sorry, he hasn’t arrived as of yet, but I do believe he’s on his way. Would you care to leave a message?”

“Yes, thank you. My name is Chris O’Dell, and I’m a friend of Derek’s from Los Angeles.”

“Can he phone you back?”

“Well, it’s hard to reach me because I’m calling from a pay phone,” I said. “Do you think it would be all right if I just came over?”

“Of course,” she said in a very chipper voice with a lovely English accent. “If Derek arrives before you, I’ll tell him you’re in transit.”

The “in transit” part was a little unnerving, mostly because they drove on the opposite side of the road, and the taxi driver was so laid back, one hand holding the steering wheel as he turned around to talk to me, then braking or swerving suddenly to avoid a pedestrian or a bus loaded with tourists. But I didn’t care, I was in London and I was going to Apple Corps Ltd., headquarters of the Beatle’s new business ventures. What would Derek do when he saw me? Would I meet one of the Beatles? Would people at Apple be friendly? So many thoughts were running through my mind and I was so nervous—or was I excited? I’ve never been good at distinguishing between the two.

“This is 95 Wigmore Street, madam.” The taxi driver looked at me in his rearview mirror as I counted out shillings, pounds, and pennies, eventually giving up the attempt to pretend I knew what I was doing and dumping the whole lot in his outstretched hand. When he gave me a huge smile, I realized I had probably given him the biggest tip of his life.

The drab modern building surprised me. I’d imagined that Apple would be housed in an elegant, old, stone London building with gargoyles and graceful arches. The only bright spot was a poster hanging outside the door of the building showing a nerdy-looking man playing a guitar and singing his heart out to a microphone. “THIS MAN HAS TALENT …” the poster announced in lime green print. In smaller letters the poster encouraged people to send their tapes, letters, and photographs to Apple Music. “DO IT NOW! THIS MAN NOW OWNS A BENTLEY!”

That poster put a smile on my face. I remembered that Derek had told me about Apple’s mission to help all the struggling musicians and artists who couldn’t get anyone to pay attention to them at the big record companies. This poster said it all—if that funny-looking man in the poster could make it big at Apple, then so could anyone—even me!

I noticed a group of young women about my age standing off to the side of the entrance, and I knew immediately from their fresh, hopeful faces that they were Beatles fans. Later I’d learn that the Beatles called these ultraloyal fans the Apple Scruffs. Every day they waited outside Apple and EMI’s Abbey Road Studios, hoping to see one of the Beatles.

“Good morning, miss. May I help you?” the uniformed doorman asked as I walked in the front door.

“Yes, thank you, I’m meeting Derek Taylor with Apple.”

“Fourth floor, madam,” he said, showing me to the elevator.

I walked into the Apple reception area, a large windowless room with a half dozen doors leading into various offices. The walls were white and empty except for a few photos of the Beatles and some framed gold records.

“Hi, I’m Chris O’Dell,” I said to the receptionist, hoping that my voice didn’t betray my nervousness. “I’m here to see Derek Taylor. Has he arrived yet?”

“Yes, he’s in a meeting with Neil Aspinall,” she said with a warm smile and a welcoming voice. “Why don’t you have a seat, and I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Neil Aspinall. Derek had often spoken about Neil, the once-upon-a-time Beatles’ road manager who was now the managing director of Apple. I sat down on one of the chairs lined up against the wall (I chose the chair that sat directly under a black-and-white photograph of John and Paul), crossed my legs in a demure way, and tried to look calm and composed. I leafed through a copy of Billboard magazine and surreptitiously watched the people walking through the reception area. Who were they and what were they doing at Apple? Feeling a little conspicuous as the only person in the reception area, I buried my nose in the magazine and pretended to be absorbed in the new Top 100 list.

One of the office doors opened, and I looked up from my pretend reading to see Derek walking toward me.

“Chris, my luv!” he said, giving me a big hug. “You made it, my goodness, you really are here, aren’t you, don’t you look wonderful, I can’t believe you are actually here.”

I laughed, filled with happiness just to hear Derek’s voice and his run-on sentences, hearing the warmth and reassurance in his voice, knowing right then that I had done exactly the right thing by coming to London.

Derek’s office was as plain and ordinary as the building itself. Photos of the Beatles appeared in haphazard places on the stark white walls, but there was Derek’s high-backed, white wicker chair, shipped all the way from his office in Los Angeles. “The throne of Apple,” he lovingly called it. “If you didn’t know what it had seen and where it had been,” he wrote many years later, “you wouldn’t give fifty dollars for it.” I wonder where that chair is now. I hope it’s somewhere, and I hope whoever owns it appreciates where it’s been.

“Sit down, luv, tell me about your trip, did everything go well, how was the flight, when did you arrive, did you find your way around London, how is your room, are people treating you well?” Derek said, lighting up a cigarette, his eyes inviting me to tell him every detail. I was entertaining him with my description of the truly awful bacon served by the Indian couple who owned the B&B when a middle-aged woman dressed in an apron walked into the room pushing a trolley filled with pots of tea and coffee, china cups and saucers, a pitcher of milk, a bowl of sugar, and assorted English tea cookies.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked in the sweetest voice. Imagine! A tea lady! After pouring each of us a steaming cup of strong, dark tea, she disappeared with a little squeak of the trolley wheels.

Derek and I gratefully sipped our milk-filled tea as I continued my story about my first two days in London.

“Very adventurous of you!” Derek said, tapping his cigarette in the ashtray with one hand and playing with the cigarette box with his other hand, flipping it up and over, up and over. “So, Chris, do you really want to work at Apple?”

“Well, yes, of course, I’d love to work here,” I said, laughing nervously.

Derek sat back in his throne, lacing his fingers together and smiling, the beneficent Prince of Appledom. “Well, I think we should be able to do something. But first things first—you can’t stay in that bed and breakfast, it sounds depressing and besides, it’s too far from the office. I’ll get one of the secretaries to book you into a hotel nearby.”

Derek had work to do, but he invited me to sit in his office and observe the goings-on. The action seemed never to stop. In walked the man from the “This man has talent!” poster. His name was Alistair Taylor, and he was Apple’s general manager. Derek told me that Alistair had been with the Beatles since 1961 when he was working as Brian Epstein’s assistant at NEMS (North End Music Store) in Liverpool and accompanied him to the Cavern to hear a new band called the Beatles play to wildly enthusiastic crowds; weeks later Alistair witnessed the first contract signed between the Beatles and Brian, their new manager.

Following right on Alistair’s heels was Peter Brown, an executive director at Apple and personal assistant to the Beatles. Peter Brown (nobody ever called him just Peter) was one of the most distinguished-looking men I had ever met—tall and lean with a full neatly trimmed beard, polished English manners, and eyes that literally twinkled when he laughed, revealing the distinctive human being under the distinguished exterior. Every few minutes he’d pull at the sleeves of his freshly ironed shirt to make sure they extended the perfect inch below the cuffs of his tailor-made Tommy Nutter suit. Everyone at Apple had enormous respect for Peter Brown, who was one of the only people at Apple with direct and immediate access to the Beatles and their wives or girlfriends, and the only person at Apple who knew exactly what they were doing at any particular moment of the day or night.

Sometime in midafternoon I was leafing through a magazine, feeling a little sleepy, when Derek suddenly jumped up from his desk.

“It sounds like Paul’s here,” he said on his way out of the office. “I need to have a word with him. I’ll be right back.”

I could hear people talking through the wall, and I had to restrain myself from jumping up and peeking out the door to see who it was. Paul? Was Paul McCartney on the other side of that wall? My heart was thumping and my palms were sweating. I could not believe that I was this close to Paul McCartney. I could hear that famous voice and I couldn’t grasp the fact that he was right here, in the same building as me. It seemed so unreal.

“Paul, this just came in the post,” a female voice called out. I could sense the excitement in the reception area as doors opened and closed and more people joined the conversation.

“What do you think of this jacket for the Apple Boutique?” someone said.

“Well, that’s not bad, is it?” That was Paul’s voice. “Yes. Lovely. That will do, eh?”

Several minutes passed before Derek came back into his office chatting amiably with someone, and my heart did a little flip-flop thinking it was Paul. I was sitting with my back to the door, facing Derek’s desk, and I kept staring straight ahead at the only wall with a window, not wanting to be rude or presumptuous by turning around and interrupting the conversation.

“Chris, meet Neil Aspinall,” Derek said. Phew, I thought. I wasn’t quite ready to meet one of the Beatles, but I knew from everything Derek had told me that Neil wasn’t far removed. He’d been with the band since they were just a local Liverpool group, even before Ringo became the drummer. George Harrison called Neil “the fifth Beatle.”

“Any friend of Derek’s is a friend of ours,” Neil said. A ruggedly handsome man with prematurely thinning hair and gentle eyes, Neil always had a half smile on his face even in the most serious moments. Sometimes I thought it was his way of encouraging the rest of us to loosen up and take things lightly, and other times I wondered if he was masking his real feelings with a disarming grin. I’d soon discover that Neil could be a toughie at times.

Derek was telling Neil how I had helped chauffeur him around Los Angeles when I heard a voice behind me and felt someone brush past my chair.

“Neil, have you any idea if John is coming in today?” Paul said.

“John and Yoko are in my office now,” Neil said.

The conversation continued between Derek, Neil, and Paul McCartney, but I can’t remember one word of it. All I could think about was the fact that Paul McCartney was standing right in front of me, close enough that I could have reached out and touched him, and John Lennon and Yoko Ono were a few steps away. Was this really happening?

“Paul, this is Chris O’Dell,” Derek was saying, “a friend from Los Angeles.”

“Hullo, Chris,” Paul said, smiling down at me.

“Hi,” I said, smiling up at him. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t get that stupid smile off my face. It was frozen there.

Paul, Neil, and Derek returned to their conversation while I quietly excused myself, giving Derek a little wave as I left the office. It was all too much for me. I walked into the reception area, expecting to be alone and hoping to pull myself back together, but sitting on a small sofa, as close together as they could be without sitting right on top of each other, were John and Yoko. They both turned at the same time to see who had entered the room. I smiled. They smiled back.

I stayed at the Apple offices until eight o’clock that night, when Derek left to catch the train to his country home and I jumped in a taxi for my last night in the bed and breakfast. I didn’t have a job yet, but I had already made up my mind that I would show up for work every day until someone gave me something to do.

I had walked into that building a fan, just like the rest of the world, adoring the Beatles from afar. They had been pictures in magazines, images on the television screen, or at the cinema, voices on vinyl, all fitting into my own little fantasy. But that had all changed in a matter of hours. I had seen them, talked to them, occupied the same space they did. And they, perhaps only for a second, knew who I was. Never again would my life be the same. I had crossed the line and entered into their world. I knew instantly that I belonged there.
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LUNCH AT THE ARETUSA

May 22, 1968

My third day at Apple was off to a good start.

“Why don’t you join me for lunch today?” Derek asked when I walked into his office Wednesday morning around nine. It was May 22, 1968, my fifth day in London.

“Great!” I said with a big smile.

“Are you settled into your hotel?”

“Almost,” I said. The night before, I’d moved my two suitcases and my transistor radio into a hotel in the West End. When the bellman opened the door to my room, my mouth fell open and I let out an audible “Oooohhh.” The room was the size of a large walk-in closet, with one twin bed cuddled up against the wall and a dresser and mirror hugging the opposite wall. A small window looked out on a narrow alley, and the building across the way blocked all sunlight. But at least I had my own bathroom, a definite improvement over the bed and breakfast, and I’d only be there for a short time, until I found a place of my own.

“Good,” he said absentmindedly, already back at work editing a press release.

I wandered down the hallway to see if Richard DiLello needed any help. Everyone called Richard “the house hippie”—he had curly Afro-style hair, he was often stoned on hash, and he definitely had an “everything’s cool” attitude. On my second day at Apple, Derek suggested that I could keep myself busy by helping Richard paste news clippings into scrapbooks. When I opened the door to the small unfurnished office Richard was using, he was sitting on the floor, surrounded by hundreds of cut-out newspaper articles, scissors in hand, scrapbooks open. I plunked down on the floor next to him, and as we cut and pasted he told me stories about his days at Apple and offered suggestions about how I might nail down a job. Keep being seen, be helpful, don’t get in the way, and try not to make the other girls jealous was the gist of it.

Just before noon I grabbed my purse and walked down the hallway to Derek’s office. George Harrison was standing next to Derek’s desk, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray.

“Oh, hullo there,” he said in a curious voice, “and who are you?”

Derek, as always, came to my rescue. “George, this is Chris O’Dell, a friend from LA.”

“Are you coming to lunch?” George asked, and without waiting for an answer, he was striding across the room and out the door.

George drove us in his Mercedes to the Club Del’Aretusa on the King’s Road where, I learned, we were meeting Don Short, a journalist from the Daily Mirror. I sat in the backseat listening to Derek and George banter back and forth, thinking how much alike they were with their witty remarks and quick rejoinders. They could have been brothers. I was surprised, actually, to discover that George was so attractive in person. I’d always thought of Paul as the cute one, but up close George was ruggedly handsome, even striking, with his long hair curling up just above the shoulders, his face smooth and clear, and those dark, intense eyes. But it was definitely his smile that hooked me—this incredibly sexy, crooked grin, almost a friendly sneer (like elvis, I thought) that etched little lines in his cheeks, bringing your attention simultaneously to his heart-shaped face and his slightly crooked teeth.

Every few minutes Derek turned around in his seat. “You okay, luv?” he’d ask, and I’d nod my head and smile, feeling a little dreamy from the incense that seemed to linger around George, permeating the air everywhere he went. I was as happy as I could ever be listening to them talk in their Liverpool accents while taking in all the sights of the King’s Road—the quaint little bookshops with the hanging flower baskets, the fashionable shops and fancy restaurants with their mannequins and daily specials, the wrought-iron gates surrounding the old Georgian buildings, the gargoyles with their tongues hanging out, the double-decker buses packed with tourists, and the London Black Cabs with the large grills and yellow signs on the top. London. Apple. Lunch with Derek and George. I was in heaven.

As the waiter led us to the back of the room, I noticed people staring as we walked past their tables. I felt horribly uncomfortable in my blue-and-orange-checked skirt with its matching cape. My outfit looked like it came right off the rack of J.C. Penney, not from one of the fancy boutiques along the King’s Road. I’m definitely going to have to buy some new clothes, I told myself, drawing my cape closer around me. I felt so out of place, so unhip. I might as well have had a sign on my forehead that said “American.” Sensing that I was out of my element, Derek put his hand on my back to comfort me and help steer me through the crowd.

I was greatly relieved when we reached our table against the far wall, separated from the other diners. The table, set for four places, was beautifully laid out with silver cutlery and crystal wineglasses. Derek sat next to me and Don took the seat next to George across the table from us. George took a seat across the table. After a while I began to relax—it must have had something to do with the wine bottles that kept getting replaced—and as we ate lunch I listened contentedly to their conversation. I’ve always liked sitting back and observing people, and George, in particular, fascinated me. I watched him chatting with Derek and Don, his dark eyes intently focused, the thick eyebrows almost touching in the middle, and every so often he’d look over at me and smile; I had the feeling he was reassuring me that I had nothing to fear from this group. At the same time, George had this interesting way of keeping his distance from people. Occasionally his eyes would dart around the room, not so much to see what was happening, it seemed to me, but more as a self-protective, “don’t come any closer” look. It was almost as if he were creating boundaries with his eyes. And it worked, because nobody bothered us.

The lunch crowd thinned out, the noise died down, and for a while we were the only people left in that big, bright room. Then, suddenly, as if from nowhere, a whole new crowd spilled into the restaurant, filling up the tables, ratcheting up the noise level, and creating a partylike atmosphere.

“What’s going on?” I asked Derek.

“The fashion show is going to start shortly.”

“What fashion show?”

“Oh dear, did I forget to mention that?” Derek seemed to find my wide-eyed confusion amusing. “This is the opening of the new Apple Boutique for men.”

Photographers and journalists were swarming around the table, taking pictures, asking questions, lightly nudging themselves into position (this was when the press were still civilized) as John and Yoko arrived at the table. Two chairs were hurriedly added to the table, and Yoko sat down next to me.

“This is their first public appearance together,” Derek whispered to me, which explained why the press was all over them. John fielded the questions, while Yoko appeared to cling to him even as she sat straight backed in her chair, still as a stone, never saying a word. Her long, black hair was parted in the middle and looked as if it were charged with electricity. I had the feeling that if I reached out and touched her, I’d get shocked.

Over the next few months as I got to know her better, I learned that she wasn’t the fearful type, but that day I felt sorry for her. She looked so tiny and helpless, with that deer-in-the-headlights look. Maybe she needs a friend, I thought.

“You’re doing great,” I said, leaning over and whispering to her. She turned her head slowly, a curious expression on her face, and gave me a vacant smile. Then she turned away from me to focus on John, giving him that adoring look that we would all come to know so well.

Ouch. That didn’t go so well. I knew immediately that Yoko was the kind of person who I’d find it difficult to be around—she didn’t ask for much, but she didn’t give very much either. That’s what I was thinking when Pattie Harrison appeared at the table and sat next to George, almost directly across from me. I’m afraid I stared at her for a moment in disbelief. Back in LA, when I was thinking about moving to London, I’d sometimes play a little game in front of my bathroom mirror. I’d imagine that Pattie and I were friends, sitting in her kitchen, laughing and talking about silly things, sharing our secrets. I know it might seem like I’m making all this up after the fact, but it’s the truth—I did daydream about being friends with Pattie long before I met her, and I had other dreams that came true, too.

But this was real life. I felt stupid sitting there watching everyone else talking and interacting. I needed to start a conversation and make a connection with someone, if only to justify my place at the table.

“I love the way you do your makeup,” I blurted out to Pattie. She looked confused, even a little flustered.

“Thank you,” she said after what seemed an eternity. Well, you’re in it now, I thought. Might as well keep the conversation going.

“Do you think you might someday show me how to do my makeup?” I said, stumbling a little over my words. Again she smiled at me, looking more amused than annoyed. Still, I was painfully aware that I was straddling a fine line between making a friend and making a complete fool of myself.

“I’m a friend of Derek’s,” I said. “I just moved to London last week, so I don’t know very many people. Perhaps we could get together sometime.” I couldn’t believe my own audacity.

“Yes,” she said, looking very queenly in her poise and stature. “That’s a possibility.”

Well, that was enough for me. I didn’t need a time, a date, or a place. All I needed was the possibility of spending an hour or two with Pattie Harrison.

The waiters were clearing the lunch plates, wineglasses were refilled, photographers and journalists jockeyed for position, and the hum of conversation died down as we turned our chairs to face the runway.

After the fashion show Derek and I walked down the King’s Road to the new Apple Boutique. John and Yoko were walking just ahead of us. When we came to a street corner, John slowed down and whispered something to Derek, who looked at me and smiled.

“He wanted to know who you were,” Derek told me a few minutes later. “ ‘Who is that attractive girl you’re with?’ were his exact words.”

An image flashed in my mind of the night when my sister and I, seated in the far reaches of the balcony at Dodger Stadium, watched the Beatles perform on August 28, 1966. They were so far away that they actually looked like tiny bugs (beetles?) moving around on the stage, but that didn’t matter to us because just knowing we were in the same place on earth as the Beatles was enough. And now John was walking just a few steps ahead of me on a London street, hand in hand with Yoko, wondering who I was. Even in my wildest dreams I could never have imagined this moment.
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James Taylor

May 22–23, 1968

“Chris, you needn’t be alone this evening,” Derek said later that day. After the boutique opening, we took a taxi back to Apple where Derek returned dozens of phone calls, and I sat in his office reliving the day in my mind.

The more time I spent with Derek, the more he took on that fatherly role, watching out for me, worrying about me, even hovering over me a bit. In those early days at Apple, I’d spend hours sitting on the chair in his office, leafing through magazines, watching and waiting for my lucky break while he’d carry on with business as usual, answering phone calls, writing press releases, entertaining visitors, and checking in with me every now and then to make sure I was okay.

“I’m fine, Derek, don’t worry about me,” I said. Actually I couldn’t wait to be alone. I was tired and slightly hung over from the wine at lunch, and I still needed to unpack my bags and settle into my new hotel room.

“Let me ring up this nice American lad who’s here in London. He would be great company for you.”

I didn’t want to meet a nice American lad. I wanted to go to bed.

“He’s from North Carolina. A songwriter. Wonderful voice. Peter Asher just signed him to Apple Records.” Derek was talking in spurts, conscious of the time and the fact that he had a train to catch.

“An American?” I tried not to sound too disappointed. I really wasn’t interested in hanging out with an American—I wanted to meet people from England. I must have been really tired because I was a little irritated with Derek. He was usually so sensitive to my needs, why didn’t he realize that the last thing I wanted to do on my fifth night in London was spend a boring evening entertaining a nice American?

“His name is James,” Derek said, reaching for the phone and looking again at his watch. “He’s rather shy, but I think you’ll enjoy one another.” I looked at Derek, my expression quizzical, and he gave me a funny little smile. What does that mean? I wondered. Is he playing the matchmaker?

“James! Hullo there, it’s Derek Taylor. Listen, there’s a lovely young lady sitting across from me who I’d like you to entertain this evening. She’s just arrived from America and doesn’t know anyone in London. Would you be free?”

I realized that I had tensed up, hoping the voice on the other end of the line would decline the offer. Maybe he was tired, too. Maybe, like me, he had no desire whatsoever to meet another American.

“That’s great!” Derek said. “Her name is Chris O’Dell. Why don’t you meet at her hotel around, say, eight o’clock?”

So that’s how it happened that exactly at eight o’clock that night there was a knock on my door and I opened it to find a tall, gangly, handsome young man smiling shyly at me. He had long brown hair and carried a guitar case.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m Chris O’Dell.”

“Hi, I’m James Taylor,” he said.

“Come in,” I said, stepping aside to make room for him to pass by me. There was barely enough room for him to walk by, even with my back up against the wall. That was the smallest room I’d ever seen.

“I’m really sorry if Derek ruined your evening,” I said. “I guess he was worried I’d get lonely.”

“No problem. I wasn’t doing anything anyway. It’s cool.” Very gently he laid his guitar case on the floor and then sat down next to it, his back against the wall. I perched on the edge of the twin bed and tried to get a conversation going. He sure was slow to warm up, but once I got him talking about himself, he opened up a little. He told me he’d been vacationing in Formentera, a little island off the southern coast of Spain, and he was recovering from a love affair that had gone bad. He didn’t give me many details, but I could tell he was in some kind of pain. What I didn’t know then was that he was addicted to heroin and was trying to get clean, so I might have confused his physical distress with emotional torment, although usually they travel together.

“How did you end up in London?” I asked.

“I met Peter Asher through a mutual friend, he liked my material, and he brought me here,” James said, his arm draped protectively around his guitar case, his eyes staring at the speckled brown carpet. Every once in a while he’d glance up at me and give me a really nice shy smile before returning his gaze to the floor. He told me that he liked Peter, and he thought signing with Apple would be a good thing. I was surprised that he wasn’t more excited about the whole thing, but I soon learned that this was James’s style—he wasn’t exactly the effusive type.

After dinner at a nearby pub, we spent hours talking in the hotel room, sharing stories about our lives, our experiences in London, and the whirlwind of my days at Apple. It was after midnight when James opened his guitar case and began to play while I listened, absorbing the gentle energy of his music and feeling so relaxed I could have drifted right off to sleep.

Somewhere around two in the morning I began to wonder if he was ever going to leave. I decided to give him a big hint.

“Gosh, it’s getting late,” I said with a big yawn. “Aren’t you tired?”

James stopped his humming and strumming for just a moment and shook his head. “No,” he said in his lazy sort of way. “I always stay up late. It’s a great time to write.”

shit, I thought, now what am I supposed to do? I didn’t want to be rude, so I sat on my bed for another half hour or so, listening to him strum his guitar and sing quietly under his breath. How was I going to fall asleep with this guy singing in my room? Oh man, I thought, Derek is going to pay for this.

“James, I really need to go to bed now,” I said finally.

“Oh, sure, go ahead. I’m just going to work on this song a little longer.”

Surely he wasn’t planning to stay? What did he want from me? Was he expecting to go to bed with me? Nothing even remotely sexual had passed between us the whole night. Why didn’t he leave? Maybe he sensed my confusion, because he seemed to emerge from his songwriting fog for a moment.

“Look, you don’t mind if I stay the night, do you? It’s kinda late and I’d like to finish this song and crash.”

“Oh. Well, the bed’s not very big.” I looked at my twin bed with a “gee, I’m sorry” look and hoped he’d get the message. James was a tall guy—skinny, but really tall—and I was tired. I didn’t want to share my bed with him.

“Well,” he said, following my lead and looking at the bed, “it’s okay for me if you don’t mind. I could always sleep on the floor if it’s a problem.”

What was I going to do, kick him out in the middle of the night? He clearly wasn’t going to leave. But what if he came on to me when the lights were out? I didn’t trust myself—saying no wasn’t exactly in my repertoire of responses at that time of my life. I knew I had to do something to defuse the situation, and I had a secret weapon, the ultimate turn-off—if James had any ideas about having sex with me, I’d instantly eradicate them.

“Okay, you can stay if you like, but I’m getting ready for bed,” I said, sitting down at the dressing table. I opened the drawer containing my hair rollers. Now these weren’t just any hair rollers. I had packed six jumbo frozen orange juice cans, both ends removed—no wonder I needed two big suitcases—and I began to roll my hair around the cans, securing them with jumbo-sized hairpins.

James was so absorbed in his music that he didn’t even notice. I went into the bathroom to change into my nightgown, and when I returned, James was still oblivious to my presence, so I got in bed without a word and turned toward the wall. The rollers were a bit awkward, but I’d gotten used to them and knew how to position my head so they didn’t poke into my scalp. I fell asleep to the soft strumming of James’s guitar.

I woke up the next morning to discover that James had somehow managed to squeeze himself into the bed, between me and the wall. When he heard me get out of bed, he stretched and yawned.

“I hope you weren’t too crowded,” he said.

“No, it was fine,” I said, and it really was, although I have no idea how either of us managed to get any sleep at all. I sat down at the dressing table to take out my rollers.

“James, I have to leave soon,” I said. “Do you want to stay here and sleep in?”

“No,” he said, sitting up on the bed and stretching, “I’ll leave with you.”

I combed my hair and began to tease the top layers to get some height on top, adding lots of hair spray, while James reached for his guitar and started to play the song he’d been working on the night before. Suddenly he stopped.

“Hey, Chris,” he said, “why do you wear those orange juice cans in your hair?”

I laughed, a little embarrassed and wondering, too, if he saw through my ploy of the night before.

“Well, they smooth out the curl and add some lift,” I said.

“Oh.” I think I gave him a little too much information. “Hey, are you done in the bathroom?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. I watched him shuffle into the bathroom, eyes looking at the floor as usual, guitar in hand. He shut the door and began to sing, much louder than the night before. He really is odd, I thought. I didn’t know then that musicians often like to sing in the bathroom because of the acoustics.

Ten minutes later he opened the door and asked if I would mind coming into the bathroom to listen to the song he was working on. While I put on my makeup in front of the bathroom mirror, he sat on the toilet playing his guitar and singing his new song about missing Carolina, seeing the sunshine, feeling the moonshine.

He was homesick, that much was clear. And I wasn’t. In fact, I was a little impatient because I wanted to get to Apple before everyone else arrived. I didn’t want to miss anything.

But as I listened and began to relax into the music, my impatience eased. The sound in that tiny bathroom was so rich and full that I didn’t want him to stop. I felt as if he were singing straight from the depths of his soul, exposing his loneliness and longing to me and in response, I loosened up, softened, released. Had I made a mistake with the curlers?

“James, that was truly beautiful,” I said when he stopped singing and looked up at me.

He thanked me, and I had the feeling that I could say a thousand words of praise about the song and still it might not be enough to still his troubled mind.

“Would you like to come to my rehearsal?” he said as he put his guitar back into its case. I noticed that he had slender, strong, beautiful hands. “I’m meeting the band in an hour. We could get some breakfast on the way.”

“I’d like that,” I said. And that’s how I spent the morning of my sixth day in London, watching James Taylor and his band rehearse at the Apple Publishing office on the floor just above the Apple Boutique.
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I wanted a job. I wanted to know everything about Apple, to find my way into the thick of things, and make myself indispensable so someone would notice me and put me to work. I’d show up early and leave late, trying not to get in the way while hoping to be noticed for my helpfulness. I didn’t have much of a social life, but that was fine by me because Apple was my social life. I was living now with Dee, a secretary from the office, in a cold, damp basement in Paddington. Every night after we arrived home from Apple, we put coins in two meters outside the flat to turn on the heat and electricity. That seemed quaint at first but got old really fast. One night we were listening to music when all the lights went out, and more than once we ran out of change for the meters and spent the night shivering in the cold and the dark.

I had a few close friends—Leslie Cavendish, the Beatles’ hairdresser and now mine (he gave me the most fabulous layered haircut), and Francie Schwartz, an American who had worked for Derek in the press office. Francie was now going out with Paul, who had recently broken up with his fiancée Jane Asher, Peter’s sister. That made me jealous, but I wasn’t focusing on romance at the time. The only thing that mattered to me in my first month at Apple was figuring out some way to land a steady job. So I continued helping Richard in the press clipping room and I hovered around the reception area, trying to make myself useful. I got a lot of little odd jobs that way.

One day I was hanging out in the hallway off the reception area talking to Laurie in the tiny room where she operated the switchboard.

“You know, I used to work as a switchboard operator back in Los Angeles,” I said. “I’d be happy to help if you ever need an extra hand.”

Laurie spent a moment thinking about my offer. Slightly overweight and very shy, with rosy cheeks, flawless skin, and a lovely, lilting phone voice, Laurie was fiercely protective of the Beatles. She’d been in charge of the Beatles fan club in Liverpool, and when Brian Epstein moved to London, he brought her with him. I think she liked me well enough, although I suspect she put up with me in part because I was a friend of Derek’s, a temporary visitor who was in no danger of becoming a permanent fixture.

“Thanks, luv,” she said. “Perhaps you could relieve me sometime when I take a break or go for lunch?”

“Sure,” I said calmly, although inside I was squirming with excitement because now I had two part-time jobs, helping Richard with the press clippings and relieving Laurie at the switchboard.

A few days later I was working at the switchboard when Paul McCartney stuck his head into the tiny room. Of all the Beatles, Paul spent the most time at Apple, coming in almost every day and making the rounds of the offices, saying hello to everyone, and asking how we were doing.

“Hullo there!” he said, surprised to see me working the switchboard. “How’s it going?”

Every time I saw Paul my heart jumped around a bit. I didn’t think he was all that attached to Francie, and I was just waiting for him to be available again.

“Hi,” I said, stumbling over the one-syllable word. Whenever a Beatle was nearby, my intelligence seemed to drop several percentage points along with my ability to communicate.

“Well, I see you’ve found a job,” he said with a big smile. It seemed that every time I saw Paul he’d ask me if I was looking for a job. I always laughed but never answered with a yes or no. I didn’t want to seem pushy.

“Just helping out.” I smiled back. I adjusted my headset, took a deep breath, and figured what the hell. “But yes, I would like a job, something permanent,” I said with more bravado than I felt.

“Stick around. You never know what’s going to happen,” Paul said. Ooh, I thought when he disappeared into the hallway, that was encouraging.

When Laurie returned a few minutes later, I wandered out into the hallway where Paul was talking to Mal Evans. Mal was the Beatles’ road manager or, as Derek called him, “chief bodyguard.” What that meant, I’d soon learn, was that you had to get through Mal—a burly guy who took his job seriously—to get anywhere near the Beatles. That worked out well for Mal because all the young women who threw themselves at the Beatles ended up bouncing off Mal, who was more than happy to entertain them.

“What’s this?” Paul laughed when he saw me. “You out of a job already?”

“Back to the press clippings!” I said cheerfully, listening in a bit to their conversation. Mal was asking Paul about the recording session scheduled for that evening at Abbey Road Studios.

“Tricky business, this recording,” Paul said, mostly for my benefit. He was being friendly and including me in the conversation.

I honestly don’t know where I found the nerve to say what I said next although what went through my mind was, Go ahead, take the leap! I must have been hearing the voices of my mother and grandmother, both independent, outspoken women, reminding me that if I didn’t ask for something, how was I ever going to get it? All he could say was no. What could I lose?”

“I’d love to come to a session sometime,” I said. “Do you think I could come tonight?”

Paul looked at Mal, just a quick glance, and then turned back to me, an amused expression on his face.

“Why not?” he said. “Talk to Mal. He’ll organize it for you.”

Moments later Barbara, the head secretary who worked for Neil Aspinall and Peter Brown, pulled me aside. She’d overheard the conversation and was waiting for Paul and Mal to walk away.

“Chris, you can’t do that,” she said.

“Do what?”

“The recording sessions are closed. None of us is allowed to go into the studio.”

“But Paul just told me it was okay.” I was confused. “He said I should talk to Mal and Mal would arrange it.”

“Paul had to say it was okay. You put him on the spot.” Barbara fixed me with a look that said, “I’ve been here longer, so you need to listen to me.”

Barbara’s comment stunned me—Paul was a Beatle, after all. How could I put him on the spot when all he had to do was say no, and that was the end of that? I looked at Laurie, who had joined the conversation and was nodding her head in agreement with Barbara.

“She’s right, Chris,” Laurie said. “Brian never allowed anyone in the recording sessions. Why, when Brian was alive, we weren’t even allowed to go to social events with the lads.”

But Brian Epstein is dead, I thought. The Beatles themselves didn’t seem to care about the old code of ethics as they sauntered through the Apple offices, socializing with everyone from the Tea Lady to the House Hippie. Times had changed, hadn’t they? And it was a good thing, wasn’t it? After all, the Beatles weren’t Brian Epstein’s “lads” anymore—they were the bosses of a whole new empire, not to mention the most famous people in the entire world.

I felt sorry for Barbara and Laurie—they seemed old-fashioned, stuck in the past. Those girls are never going to get anywhere, I found myself thinking. They’re going to miss out on all the fun. All their talk about rules made no sense to me. Where were the rules and who enforced them? If someone like Derek or Neil or Peter Brown had said, “By the way, Chris, never ask the Beatles if you can go to their sessions, that’s just not done,” then I would have known there was a real rule, and I would have followed it. (Reluctantly, I have to admit.) But no one ever established that decree, and so it made perfect sense to me that I could at least ask if I could go to a session. Why not? That was the question: why not? How was I supposed to know what I could or couldn’t do if I didn’t go ahead and ask?

Still, I had to be careful not to alienate Barbara and Laurie, because they had been with the Beatles for ages. And I wanted them to like me; I don’t like it when people don’t like me. But even more important, and definitely more calculated, I knew that if the secretaries disapproved of me, I wouldn’t last long at Apple.

“Thanks for the advice,” I said. “I really appreciate knowing how things are done around here.”

I escaped into the press clipping room. Richard was sitting on the floor, lost as usual in a world of his own. A loner in many ways, Richard had an admirable ability to remove himself from all the chaos and activity in the office; he knew, in other words, how to stay out of the shit. Richard looked like a hippie, talked like a hippie, and acted like a hippie, but here he was at Apple Corps Ltd., right smack in the center of everything. Smart hippie.

“Hi, what’s up?” he said, looking up at me from his seat on the floor.

“You won’t believe what just happened!” I sat down next to him and told him the story.

He laughed in his quiet, knowing way and glued a piece of paper into the scrapbook.
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