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For my daughters, Kate and Sarah


I don’t know where my life has gone. I was a young attorney in London when the senior partner asked me to run an embarrassing errand for an important client. Next thing I knew I was in Barcelona, up a tree with a camera. That led to my stuffing a bunch of drugs in my pockets as the border guards came down. Then I was in California and I was rich. I was married and I was not married anymore. My children have no use for me. My oldest friends blame me for their self-inflicted failures. I look around and forty years have passed and I am old and I don’t know where it went. Now I am a wealthy old man on top of a mountain in Jamaica and I don’t understand how I got here.

I do know this, though. I know the poison that infected my life just by its proximity and that ate up many of my comrades. That poison was the pursuit of fame. I fell in with a crowd who had more than almost anyone–they were beautiful, they were loved, they had talent, and they lived like antique nobility. But, having so much more than others, they became obsessed with what they did not have. They wanted to be famous and if they got famous for a while then they needed to be famous forever. They made a terrible mistake. They assumed fame was the same as popularity. They thought if they were famous, everyone would love them.

They learned too late that fame does not mean everyone loves you. Fame means everyone knows you, and many of the people who know you dislike you. Fame means people mock and misunderstand you. Fame does not boost one’s ego. Fame destroys egos. My friends who became famous grew bitter and mistrustful. They thought everyone leeched from them and they dismissed whoever disagreed with them. They dismissed their wives and their children and eventually they dismissed me.

The ones who did not remain famous spent their lives consumed with jealousy. They became more desperate with each year for something that does not exist. They thought that someone else had stolen their portion of glory, and that if they could fix that mistake all of the bad things they had done would be erased and their lives would be healed. The ones who had a little success and then lost it never forgave me for that, and they never blamed themselves.

I found a box of vinyl records yesterday. I put on a Van Morrison album that I bought in London in 1968 and which somehow has stayed with me ever since. I played it and memories flooded in.

I will stroll the merry way and jump the hedges first

It transported me to a flat in London, to a cottage in California, to a loft in Manhattan, to a hotel suite in Prague, to a glass room in Africa, and to the Paris apartment of a girl I have never been able to find my way back to.

And I will never grow so old again

I was raised in England but I have lived abroad for twice as long as I lived there. My English friends all say I talk and dress and carry myself like an American. I use American words. I have an American passport. My children are American. It is only Americans who consider me English. I live now in Jamaica, a former British colony. I feel like an old colonial, dispossessed of his land and left behind when the army withdrew. I don’t know what the Jamaicans think I am. An old white man sitting on a hill. Perhaps they expect me to be dead soon. Perhaps they are right.

I don’t feel old. I feel like the same young man whose life was all laid out for him in London in 1967. If only I had known then what it took me all these years to learn.



THE ONLY WAY TO BE



Mr. Difford was a senior partner and he wanted to see me. I was a young lawyer. Ah, but you see, I am transposing my memories into American. I was not a young lawyer then. I was a young solicitor. When I began dealing with Americans, they thought a solicitor was someone who hired a prostitute. A solicitor was not a lawyer; a solicitor was someone who needed a lawyer.

I was a young attorney with an old London firm called Difford, Withers & Flack. Mr. Flack had gone to his reward the year before I was hired, and when I saw Mr. Difford pass in the hall he looked to be only half a step behind him. I was just out of university and had an office the size of a storage closet with a narrow window and a view of a steam pipe. I was earning two thousand pounds a year. Mr. Difford wanted to see me.

I was shown into a brown office that seemed big to me then but would seem small to me now. Mr. Difford was there with Edward Withers, the partner to whom I reported.

“Here he is,” Withers said when he saw me. “Mr. Difford, you know Jack Flynn.” We exchanged handshakes and they gestured for me to sit. Withers spoke. Mr. Difford exuded the regret of a man watching a servant clean up after a sick dog.

“Do you know who this is?” Withers said, handing me an eight-by-ten-inch photograph of a smiling young man with long hair and a floral shirt and tight white pants and the beginnings of a mustache.

“Is it a Beatle?” I asked.

Withers looked at Mr. Difford and smiled and said to me, “Very close. Have you heard of a pop group called the Ravons?”

“Yes.” I was pretty sure I had. I had heard the names of a lot of pop groups and a lot of animal species and they all blended.

“We represent the Ravons,” Mr. Withers said. I would not have been more surprised if he had told me we represented Nikita Khru-shchev. “You know we have always done a bit of theatrical work. Their manager is the son of Sir Carl Towsy.”

I must have projected blankness. Withers was a bit annoyed when he had to explain, “The impresario.”

“Oh yes.”

“Towsy’s son Dennis manages this pop band the Ravons. He also manages that girl, Tildie Gold. We look after Dennis and so we do a bit with his clients, too.”

“I see.”

Withers seemed bothered that he had to go into all this. Withers often acted as if he preferred subordinates to read his mind and save him the trouble of having to explain himself. Mr. Difford was sitting behind his desk with the casual alertness of a cat on a couch.

“One of the Ravons has a complication and we need to help him deal with it.”

“Divorce case,” Mr. Difford said. He was telling Withers to stop dithering.

“Divorce case,” Withers echoed. “Ugly stuff. This young fellow, Emerson Cutler, is being sued for divorce by his wife on grounds of adultery.”

I asked if we were contesting that claim and both of the older men looked at me as if I had belched.

“It would be awkward for us to claim that Emerson has been a faithful husband,” Withers said.

“He’s deflowered half of Piccadilly,” Old Difford suddenly cried. “If there were a virgin left in Mayfair he would have ruined her, too!”

“We have been quietly settling up with girls wronged by young Cutler,” Withers explained. “We cannot ethically maintain that he has been pure after marriage.”

I said it sounded as if his wife had a good case. Here old Difford twirled and smiled and pointed at the ceiling.

“Except for one thing! Mrs. Cutler has not herself been loyal to her vows!” he said

“Ah.” I began to dread where this was heading.

Mr. Difford began to softly sing an old army chorus: “Tramp, tramp, tramp, the boys are marching.”

Withers said, “Mr. Cutler has informed us that his wife is tonight in Barcelona, in the arms of another man. If we can bring back proof of her infidelity, we greatly improve the prospects for a reasonable settlement of the terms of separation.”

I tried to find a way back from the abyss toward which my superiors were nudging me. “So you would like me to hire someone in Spain to follow Mrs. Cutler . . .”

The two older men looked at each other with regret. Among that generation of Englishmen it was poor form to ask questions about touchy subjects. Instead one would tiptoe up to the edge of an uncomfortable topic and then declare, “Well, it needn’t be said.” For example, if you were a British soldier, an older officer might offer you a smoke and ask you to take a walk with him and tell you, “Damn tough thing about Pedro. The general’s coming for inspection tomorrow and the silly bugger cannot learn to salute straight. It would be a good thing if you took him out and . . . well, it needn’t be said.” This left the subordinate unsure if he was expected to stay up all night training Pedro, hide him in a hamper until the general left the camp, or shoot him. I dare-say that many the unfortunate Pedro got a bullet in the back of the head when all the officer intended was to have him sent to the kitchen for a day. That is the downside of discouraging underlings from asking questions.

I was of a new generation. I came right out and asked. “Mr. Withers, what exactly would you like me to do?”

Mr. Difford let some air whistle out from between his teeth. Withers said, “We would like you to fly to Barcelona this afternoon and take some photographs of Mrs. Cutler in flagrante.”

All I had to qualify me for such an assignment was a camera. I said, “I don’t imagine Mrs. Cutler will want to go along with that.”

Here Withers gave me a look that suggested I was making him look bad in front of his boss and I had better fix that fast.

“Mrs. Cutler will not know about it, Flynn. We will give you a ticket and the name of the bungalow where she will be. From what her husband tells me, it is a place they have stayed before and security is lax. You should be able to get some pictures of her with her paramour and get out of there without announcing yourself.”

I looked at the two old lions. To say anything other than yes would have been to consign myself to ten years of filing folders in a basement vault. I said I would buy a toothbrush on my way to Gatwick and be back with the pictures. They nodded.

But I was, as I said, of a new generation and I had to ask, “Sir, why me?”

Difford looked at Withers, who looked as if he were contemplating the dissolution of the British Empire. Withers said, “Because you are young, Flynn. You are part of this . . .” He waved his fingers as if looking for a word to pluck out of the air; he settled on, “new vogue.”

I considered that all the way to Spain. I had not thought of myself as part of any vogue at all. I was a young man, certainly, born near the end of the war, brought up on rationing, pushed by my parents and teachers to take advantage of the opportunities purchased for me by the sacrifice of so many. It was quite a burden for a child to carry–to justify through his success the casualties of a long and brutal war–but, of course, one did not voice such rude ingratitude.

I was aware, of course, of the image of young London as a swinging hot spot of mods and dolly birds, but that seemed to exist only for a few dozen celebrities and attractive children of the very rich. It seemed to exist mainly in magazines. Swinging London was a marketing phrase that no more represented the lives of most young Londoners than Dodge City was full of gunfighters.

On that plane ride, though, I smoked a cigarette and looked at my reflection in the darkened glass of the window. Something in me began to change. It was as if Withers had by his assignment and assessment baptized me into a new idea of myself. Perhaps I was not as much like my superiors at the law firm as I had supposed. Perhaps I was more like Emerson Cutler than I had imagined.


If I tell you that I arrived that evening in Barcelona on a flight from London it will create a picture in your head considerably more pleasant than what I experienced. The airplane I arrived on was bulky and uncomfortable, driven by propellers and filled with cigarette smoke. We forget now that airplanes, restaurants, movie theaters, taxis, offices, and homes were all full of smoke then. There were ashtrays in every armrest.

The year was 1967, a long time ago. This was fascist Spain. Barcelona in the 1960s was living an alternative history: What If the Nazis Had Won the War? The new buildings were designed by men who thought ugliness bespoke virtue. The evening air was hot when I stepped down to the runway and I felt immediately uncomfortable in my blue suit, white shirt, and striped necktie. I felt like a man wearing spats on a beach.

I converted some money in the airport and took a taxi to a villa in the hills above Barcelona. We drove up a winding road out of a Hitchcock film and the full beauty of the illuminated city lying against the black ocean revealed itself. It said that governments come and go and don’t mean anything. Franco might have imposed Spanish fascism on Catalonia, but Franco would pass. Barcelona was eternal.

The villas were a compound, a series of blond stone cottages linked by a web of gravel walkways and draped with ferns and palm trees. I heard the gurgling of a brook but I did not see it. Hidden floodlights made the grounds seem like a set from a play. I felt as if I had stepped out of the real world into a better idea.

My firm had booked me a room that turned out to be a suite. I suppose that it was small by the standards of the resort, but it was the nicest place I had ever stayed. I entered into a white foyer with a kitchen on my right and an arched doorway into a bedroom on my left. I found the light switch and lit up a large parlor with a fireplace; a bookshelf; an entertainment unit including a television, radio, and hi-fi system; and a dining table dressed with candles in glass bells.

The great window was opened, framing a swimming pool beyond, carved in curves to pass as a lagoon. I felt very much like James Bond. It was a bit of a disappointment to remember why I had come. I opened my traveling bag and took out a file with photographs of Mrs. Cutler.

She was a very attractive young woman with white-blond hair that appeared to be growing out long and straight after years of being puffed up and piled into a beehive. A lot of stylish girls looked that way that year. Standards of beauty were changing. In those days before cocaine, anorexia, and gym memberships, women did not worry if their arms were fleshy or their bottoms were broad. If a young lady had a pretty face and a nice smile she was beautiful to us.

What struck me even then was that Kristin Cutler looked too young to be married. She looked like a schoolgirl. Her face and arms were freckled. Her two front teeth were a little big for her mouth, as if they had just grown in. Her upper lip turned up to introduce them. In one of the photographs she was leaning against her husband, laughing, and though he was not more than twenty-four, he looked old and a bit unscrupulous with his arm around her waist.

I decided that the last thing I was going to do was sneak around taking pictures of this girl making whatever mistake she might be making. From what Withers had told me, her husband was a philanderer. What must it do to a sweet young bride to find herself married to a whoremaster? If she was now falling into her own infidelity out of pain, reciprocity, or the simple need to prove herself attractive, well, she would have a lifetime to regret that. I would not add to her sorrows by creating photographic proof of her adultery to be entered into the permanent record of the courts to haunt her for the rest of her life.

That was my intention as I walked from my room into the moonlit courtyard beyond my door. Our lives turn on tiny hinges. I was standing beside a small man-made brook that fed the sculpted swimming lagoon when I saw the girl from the photographs standing directly across from me, sipping a yellow drink from a long, thin glass. I was as startled as if Brigitte Bardot had stepped from the cover of Paris Match. In the moonlight Kristin Cutler was strikingly beautiful. What kind of husband would betray a woman like this?

Then she opened her mouth.

She brayed in a lower-class North London voice at a Spanish woman holding out a tray. “What is this farking crap? I told you I wanted a PLJ!”

The waitress, who spoke no English, was trying to figure out what she had done wrong. Mrs. Cutler decided that the way to bridge the language gap was to shout twice as loudly.

“This isn’t PLJ! You got no Kia-Ora, you got no Tizer, and when I want PLJ you fob off some local spic juice! Are you trying to get me sick? Do you know who my husband is? I can get you fired!”

The waitress took back the glass and retreated. Mrs. Cutler looked up and saw me watching her. She rolled her eyes and said, “This place is full of farking foreigners.”

I decided that perhaps I would snap a few shots of her after all.

A tall man with dark skin, straight black hair, a large nose, and black-rimmed eyeglasses came toward her, calling her name. She did not turn toward him. She struck a pose with one hand on her hip and studied the other hand’s fingernails. She said, “I’ve been waiting here.”

“Who were you shouting at?” He had some sort of Mediterranean accent. Not Spanish, I thought. Perhaps Greek or Turkish.

“Stupid maid tried to give me some kind of local pee and pretend it was PLJ. Where were you?”

The man put his arms around her waist from behind and leaned his head into the crux of her neck. He whispered something in her ear. She kept one hand on the hip and the other in the air. She stared straight at me, indifferent, while her lover nuzzled her nape and tightened his arms around her.

I was embarrassed. I averted my eyes and began to make my way back to my room. I took my time unpacking my camera and rolling in the film. I had a very good camera and a long lens. I would be able to shoot them in the moonlight without a flash.

I lay back on the bedspread for a moment and closed my eyes. I only intended to kill ten minutes before going back outside. I woke with the feeling I was falling and saw in a panic that hours had passed. The lights on the grounds had been lowered. There was absolute silence outside my room.

I took my camera outside. The air had turned cold and the full moon was high in the sky. I circled the grounds like a spy, hugging the shadows and clinging close to the buildings. Blue television light came from a few windows, but otherwise there was no sign of life.

Until I heard a soft splashing. Staying in shadows, I worked my way around the grounds toward a small side lagoon, fringed with ferns and connected to the main pool by a man-made stream. I peeked over a frond. Mrs. Cutler had shed her bathing suit top (and for all I knew her bathing suit bottom) and was locked in a soggy clinch with her eagle-nosed lothario. I began to retreat. I remembered my mission. I raised my camera and snapped.

The camera’s click sounded like a rifle shot to me. I almost ran. But the lovers kept kissing; they gave no sign of having heard anything. I was drowned out by their passion, or perhaps by the bubbles gurgling up from the underwater filters. I kept shooting. I was afraid of being caught, ashamed of what I was doing, and thrilled a little, too. My mission gave me permission to play voyeur. The assignment that had seemed so challenging this afternoon had turned out to be a snap.

After a while I stopped clicking and made my way back to a chair by a wall near the main pool, where I could see the shape of the whole courtyard under the bright sky. I knew I had my assignment in the bag and now I could relax, see if other opportunities presented themselves, and meditate under the Spanish stars like a poet on holiday.

I believe that all animals have the ability to sense when they are being watched. Humans do, too, but we clutter our minds with so many competing thoughts that we often miss or misread the signals. In the years since I went spying in Barcelona I have been in many situations where a famous person was being stalked–by fans, paparazzi, or subpoena servers–and there is a silent alarm that goes off to warn you that hidden eyes are fixed on you. I am sure of this. It is not supernatural, it is a mammal instinct we do not understand.

I think that something like that internal warning system buzzed for Mrs. Cutler and her Romeo, even if their hungry hormones caused them to take a while to respect it. I had been in my chair for only a few minutes when I heard them talking in low, excited voices. I think one of them wanted to stop and the other to keep going. A moment later I saw the pair of lovers wrapped in large brown hotel towels and headed into a two-story bungalow a little away from the other buildings, settled into the side of a small hill.

My work was done and I was glad they were gone. No more chance of discovery. I opened the back of my camera and rolled out the film. I stuck it in a small tin capsule in my pocket. I broke the seal on another roll and wound that into the camera like a real professional keyhole-peeker ready for his next assignment.

I took out a Woodbine and lit it and sat back to look at the constellations. A light came on upstairs in Mrs. Cutler’s bungalow. I saw her walk across what must have been the bedroom, dropping her towel. I expected her to close the shutters but she did not. Naked, she lit a fag and exhaled a long plume of blue smoke. I felt like we were sharing a cigarette. I stood up to get a better look.

Her boyfriend came up next to her at the window. He seemed to want her to come away, to the bed, I supposed. She did not move. She smoked and stared outside. She must have known that anyone passing could look up and see her nudity. She must have liked knowing it.

The Greek began to nuzzle and caress her in front of the window, perhaps hoping to excite her into bed, perhaps daring her to stay where she was. She leaned her head back and kissed him on the mouth while keeping her body turned to the glass. As much as she was exposing to me, what struck me most was the length of her neck as she craned to meet his lips. She had a neck like a swan.

I raised my camera and took a picture. I framed the photograph in the viewfinder like a sniper looking down a scope.

Did she feel the shot being taken? Did she know I was out in the dark? Or did she see only her reflection in the window as her lover moved behind her and began to push? I had done my shameful job. I had gone up to the call of duty and down the other side. I lowered my camera and promised myself to go back to my room and draw the shades.

Even now, all these years later, after all the sexual, social, and psychiatric revolutions in which I have taken part, I cannot be certain why I did what I did next. You may laugh at that and say you know, but you don’t. Was I following my orders or following my libido or–as I believe I felt at the time–pursuing some artistic ambition to get the perfect photograph that I felt my subject, my model, my collaborator deserved and was enticing me to capture?

On my way from the chair in the courtyard to the door of my room I saw Mrs. Cutler’s bungalow from a new angle, looking up the hill into which it was built, and I saw that a broad old palm tree leaned down from the high ground toward her bedroom window, tilting toward her like a gentleman bowing to his beau.

I intended only to walk by the tree, to see if what it suggested was even possible. I passed under Mrs. Cutler’s window. There was a soft, rhythmic banging against it. I walked around the tree. It had bark like shingles–plenty of places to grip. I kicked off my shoes and scampered up the shaft like an orangutan. I settled in the first nest of branches, surrounded by large wet leaves. I pushed back a branch and there was Mrs. Cutler in a full panoramic view, achieving every aspect of ecstasy.

It was a startling scene. Not even the Swedish cinema dared show anything like this. I steadied myself, raised the camera again, and gave in to a frenzy of fevered snapping. I reached the end of my film as Mrs. Cutler and her lover achieved the finale of their passion.


I must have looked a wreck when I climbed off the train from Gatwick at Victoria Station early the next afternoon. On the way into the city two passengers who took seats next to me had got up and moved away. I was exhausted. I had been stuck in the tree outside Mrs. Cutler’s bungalow for an hour while two groundskeepers swept and clipped the grass around the pool. The longer I clung to the branch, the more certain I was that either the caretakers would look up and spot me, or that Mrs. Cutler would see me and send for the police.

I hid there while my legs went numb. Eventually the groundskeepers packed up their tools and made to leave. I was sweating so profusely that I feared I would drip on them. As they began to go, one stood under the tree and called to the other. I shivered. They spoke for a moment in Spanish. I wondered if I could count on them to give me a chance to surrender, or whether they would shoot me off the branch like a duck.

They kept talking and talking. I could bear the suspense no more. I peeked out from between the leaves. The two men were not looking up at me. They were studying the shoes I had left below. They seemed to be arguing over them. At what seemed like great length, one of the men took the shoes and walked away. The other followed, carrying the garden tools. I counted to one hundred and slid down the tree, tearing my trousers as I went. When I made it to my room I locked the door, ran to the toilet, and passed what felt like the River Thames.

The next morning I hid my film in the bottom of my travel bag and went to the front desk in my socks to pay my bill and ask if anyone had turned in a pair of brown lace shoes. I said I had left them by the pool, which was not untrue. A check with the concierge and a search of the storage closet behind the desk did not turn up my shoes. The desk clerk said that if the maintenance staff had seen them, they would have turned them in. I bought a cheap pair of souvenir sandals and wore those back to London.

It is a measure of how young I was that I stopped at my flat just long enough to shave, bathe, and put on fresh clothes before I reported to Difford, Withers & Flack. I gave Mr. Withers a report of my activities, unsure if my success as a Peeping Tom would elicit congratulations or chastisement. He did not seem either impressed or bothered. One would have thought that this sort of thing was a normal part of the services of a solicitor, and that my taking secret photos of the wife of one of our clients having adulterous sex with a swarthy foreigner was no more remarkable than if I had won a motion in a local lawsuit.

I asked Mr. Withers if he wanted me to take the film to the chemists to have it developed. He smiled and said that was not a very clever idea–the firm had someone who did this kind of work quickly and discreetly. I was amazed. Apparently we did more of this than I would ever have imagined.

As I left his office Mr. Withers said–almost as an afterthought–“Good job, Flynn. I will make sure that Mr. Difford knows how well you did.”

I went back to my desk and picked up the work I had put aside the day before. I was computing the taxes on the estate of an old woman who had passed away in Lewisham. I put down my pencil in the middle of adding a row of numbers. As I started in again, I felt disoriented, as if I were waking from a vivid dream in a strange bed. I stared at the numbers and they appeared to float off the page toward my eyes, levitate for a moment, and then return to the paper.

It felt like a month since I had stepped away from this work, and now the work itself seemed strange to me. It was like the dream in which you are standing at a school locker to which you have forgotten the combination. I felt as if I had been pulled out of my timid world, shown a Technicolor alternative, and was now deposited back in a black-and-white two-dimensional photograph.

Yesterday adding these figures and computing these taxes was as natural to me as taking the tube, and no more troublesome. Now it was a burden. It took a tremendous application of will to finish my calculations. When the work was done, I decided to take advantage of Mr. Withers saying I could leave early. I put on my raincoat and headed into the street.

The offices of Difford, Withers & Flack were just off Russell Square, near the British Museum. I lived a few tube stops away, in a small cluster of streets west of Euston Station. Most days I went home by train, but although it was winter the day was warm and the sun was still high in the sky. I wanted to walk. Even when I reached my dreary street, I did not want to go into my flat. I was sleepy but also restless. I kept walking until I came to Regent’s Park.

The sun was lower now but the pedestrians in the park were clinging to the early scent of spring. I heard music coming from nearby, beyond a row of trees. I went toward it. I came to a small paddock where a group of perhaps two dozen boys and girls of college age were sitting in the grass listening to a man not much older than they were playing songs on an acoustic guitar. The guitarist was thin and tall, with long brown hair and the first indication of a wispy beard. He was singing with a southern American accent and fingerpicking with some skill. He was playing a Beatles song–“If I Needed Someone,” I think. The young people at his feet formed an attentive audience. Together they looked like a Sunday school portrait, Jesus speaking to a gathering of disciples.

I stood on the edge of their group and listened to the music and studied them. The boys did not have long hair yet, not really. They were a little shaggy but not one of them had hair that covered his ears. One had a small goatee, the others were clean-shaven. They wore corduroy pants and what could have been school jackets. A couple had neckties. The girls wore skirts that did not fall much above their knees, and jumpers. Some of the girls wore hats. This was a moment before hippie clothes became easy to find. Most young people still dressed only slightly differently from their parents. Yet in spite of that, I felt a hundred years older than them. I felt I would look silly if I sat down on the grass and joined the audience. I was not sure I would be welcome, aged as I was.

I was twenty-three.


Monday afternoon I was in the office filing briefs when I was summoned to see Mr. Withers. I wondered what mission he had in mind for me this time. I was startled to find Emerson Cutler standing behind Withers’s great desk, looking through a pile of eight-by-ten photographs. I am afraid I might have gasped.

Cutler was wearing a blue and white polka-dot shirt and narrow black trousers with fine gray pinstripes. He was studying the photos seriously. I felt ill. I saw one of the pictures lying on the desk. It was his wife in her full naked glory, pinned against the window by her exotic lover.

Cutler looked up at me with no interest and went back to going through the evidence. Withers saw me preparing to back out of the room and put a hand on my shoulder to steady me and cut off my escape. He said, “Emerson! This is Jack Flynn, the fellow who took the pictures!”

I decided that if Cutler struck me, I would stand and take it. But if he tried to hit me twice I would defend myself. The musician came around the desk toward me. I flinched. He broke into a wide grin–he had the straightest, whitest teeth I had ever seen in England–and embraced me, laughing.

“Flynn, you fucker!” he cried happily. “Heard you shimmied up a tree to catch me missus in the altogether!” He held out the photo of his wife in midcuckolding for both of us to regard. It was as if he were a proud father showing off baby pictures. “Nice pair on ’er, eh, Flynn? Cor, she almost took me eye out with ’em more than once!”

I glanced at Withers, who was indifferent to this bizarre reaction from a man presented with proof of his wife’s infidelity. Was Cutler having some sort of breakdown? Was he in shock? Was he playing a game with me that would end in rage if I laughed along?

None of these. The young singer was genuinely delighted. “Fuckin’ hell!” he cried to Withers. “I thought she was goin’ to stitch me up good an’ proper! Thought she had me dead to rights and would take it all away when we got in front of the judge.” He looked at the photograph again. “Look at her! With a big old wog sendin’ one in through the out door! That’ll bring her financial expectations in line with her contribution to the dissolution of the marriage, I’d say! Wouldn’t you, Flynn?”

I said that in my opinion Mr. Cutler’s position before the divorce court had been greatly improved.

Cutler laughed merrily. He leaned back on the desk and smiled at Withers. “Nice one, Eddie. I wish I could be there when you wave this under the nose of her sanctimonious shyster.”

I noticed that Cutler’s working-class cockney was graduating to a more middle-class parlance. The difference, I supposed, between who he was onstage and who he was at home. As if sensing my observation, he switched back to Andy Capp speech and declared, “One up the bum–no harm done!”

Withers agreed that the negotiations over the division of property were now much more likely to be equitable and speedy.

“Fair play to ya, Withy!” Cutler said. “All right, that’s it for me. I’m goin’ ’round for a drink to celebrate me liberation.”

He threw his arm around my shoulder and said, “You comin’ with me, then, squire?”

I looked at Mr. Withers. He nodded. “Go ahead, Flynn. On the condition that you make sure Difford, Withers & Flack buys the first round.”

And so I left my files on my desk and departed the offices early, in the embrace of a giddy pop star, to go drinking in Soho with the blessing of my superiors. As Cutler and I passed through the offices my coworkers looked at me as if I were parading in my underpants.

On the street, Cutler let go of my neck and waved to his driver to come and collect us. I asked him if he was not at all worried about how his wife would react to being presented with these photographs.

“Worried?” He flashed those impressive teeth again. “Nah, I got no worries for Kristin. She’ll sulk for a weekend and then land another rich sucker with his brains in his knob.”

We got in the automobile. He lit a black cigarette and offered me one. He said, “Kristin won’t let any grass grow under her back.”

It is hard to say from the distance of so many years, so many in-toxes, detoxes, and retoxes, but it does seem to me that I drank more on the first night I spent bar-hopping with Emerson Cutler than I ever had before or ever would again. We started with beers at a pub near his flat in Piccadilly, moved on to whiskey and Cokes at Blaises, switched to gin and Britvic at the Scotch of St. James, and then got rid of the Britvic. I have a dreadful memory of sharing a sticky bottle of Grand Marnier in the back of his car while two American girls with blonder hair than the British had yet to grow sat between us talking about their boyfriends at home. I could hold my liquor like any good English lad with an Irish mother, but by the time I sat watching Cutler kissing one of the girls while fondling the other I had passed through a wall of drunkenness into a garden of new insights.

I believe I was introduced to many celebrated lights of sixties London on that first evening of my initiation, but my memory is hobbled by the fact that at that point I did not know the names of so many people I would later know well. That I was pissed as a gibbon the whole time does not help me remember. What I can recall is that once the alcohol tuned down my inhibitions, I had the time of my life hobnobbing with all sorts of glamorous girls and sharp-looking boys who seemed delighted to meet me as long as Cutler-the-cool said I was okay. Extraordinary women who would have avoided eye contact with me on the street–in the unlikely event such creatures ventured onto any street where people like me were allowed to walk–chatted with me and laughed as easily as if I were their brother’s friend from school.

I was leaning against a rail watching these striking people dance when I felt someone pinch my bum. I turned and saw two fashion models walking past, giggling and looking back at me over their shoulders. I tried to picture how they would look from the top of a palm tree. It was a delightful perspective. I resolved that from then on I would try to be drunk as often as I possibly could.

Somewhere in the course of that long and slippery night, Cutler and I began exchanging confidences and booze-bonding. He talked to me about his insecurity, his lower-class background, how sensitive he was about his lack of formal education, and how nervous he felt around those who had been to the right schools and knew which fork to use. He admitted that he often felt his job was silly and juvenile, and that people did not take him seriously. He said he sometimes felt that way when he came into our office to meet with Mr. Withers.

I told him that I often felt the same way. He reeled back at that (or perhaps he was reeling from the young lady who was blowing hashish smoke into his mouth) and said that surely a well-spoken university lad such as I had no reason to feel uncomfortable around my fellow solicitors! Why, he would give a leg to be as smooth and assured.

Here I believe I launched into a speech I had been rehearsing in my head for years with no expectation of ever saying it aloud. I talked about growing up Irish Catholic in London and how the old prejudices had not changed as much as we’d like to think, how little money I made, and how the class system still ruled the law offices and courts of England. I ended my summation by declaring that the ghost of Cromwell murmured from behind the locked door of every posh meeting room at every firm in the City.

Cutler leaned forward, his blue irises floating in blood-red seas, and put his damp hand on the back of my neck to pull me close. He smelled like forbidden smoke. He said, “You’re the one I’ve been looking for, Flynn. From now on, you handle all my stuff.”

I nodded. This was a big opportunity. The small bit of my brain that was still sober banged against the neural roadblocks thrown up by my massive intake of liquor, searching for an open synaptic passage by which it could send the proper response to my tongue.

The proper response would have been, I would very much like to work with you more closely, Emerson. On Monday let’s make an appointment to sit down and discuss what that would entail for both of us.

However, in the circumstance of my being–to use the Americanism–shit-faced, what came out of my mouth was, “I will, Emerson, I will, because you and I are the same.”

Emerson Cutler and I were not the same in any way. Even in my drunkenness I knew that, but some part of me I am embarrassed to acknowledge wanted to believe we were. It was a mistake I would suffer for making, and make again and again anyway for years to come.


I dreamed I was on a television quiz program. I stood behind a wood podium from which a microphone on a curling metal neck extended toward me like a snake. A spotlight was in my eyes. I knew a studio audience was hanging on each word I said but I could not see them. A plummy BBC voice came out of the dark and asked me to name all of the British Prime Ministers of the twentieth century in sequence.

I smiled, took one step back, and rattled them off. “Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, Arthur Balfour, Henry Campbell-Bannerman.” Each time I spoke a name correctly a buzzer rang and the audience cheered.

“Herbert Asquith, David Lloyd George . . .” The cheering grew louder. I knew that I was winning a lot of money. Everyone in England was cheering for me.

“Law, Baldwin, MacDonald, Chamberlain . . .” The buzzers kept sounding, the shouts of the audience approached pandemonium.

I paused dramatically. “Sir Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill!” The crowd roared its approval and support. I was aware of something else–a terrible pressure in my bladder. I needed to urinate very badly and I needed to do it right away.

“Clement Attlee . . .” I fidgeted and rubbed my left leg across my right. “Anthony Eden . . .” If I ran off the stage to find a bathroom I would forfeit my winnings and shame myself before the nation, but to remain where I was meant I might in my moment of nationally televised victory piss my pants on the BBC. “Macmillan.” A loud buzz. “Douglas-Home.” A louder buzz. “Harold Wilson!” A buzz so loud and long that it drowned out the cheering in the hall and cut through the pain of my knotted urinary tract and woke me from my sleep.

I was on the couch in the small front room of my flat. The buzzer was my doorbell, howling now in a single sustained whine such as had not been inflicted on London since the end of the Blitz. My head was pounding, my throat was raw, and while the podium, spotlight, and cheers of the crowd had all vanished with my dream, the need to pee was even more desperate in this world than it had been in the ether. I crouched as I made my way awkwardly to the door and opened it enough to see two young men with long hair, one of them dressed in what looked to be a woman’s fur coat.

“You Flynn?”

I said yes, what is it?

“Emerson Cutler here?”

No, I said, he is not, who are you?

One man was small and one was tall. The small man spoke. “He’s Simon, I’m Charlie. You sure Emerson’s not here?”

“Look, do you mind? I really need to use the WC.”

“I don’t mind if you do or don’t,” Charlie said. “You mind, Simon?”

“I could not give a rat’s sphincter,” the tall man told him.

I opened the door to them and raced to the toilet, where I stopped a torrent that would have made Noah build a second boat. Relieved to the point of shivering, I stood over the bowl for a moment, took a breath, pulled the chain, and returned to the front room and my two strange guests.

The men were standing next to each other as if they were posing for a photograph. Charlie, the small one, was wearing a white fur coat that looked like a shag carpet. He had his hands looped over the enormous round buckle of the thick belt that held up a pair of tight purple pants. Beneath the coat he wore a green shirt with the top three buttons opened, revealing a chest of tubercular hue and boniness, offset by a rakish red kerchief drawn loosely around his thin neck. His hair was long and slightly feathered. Charlie gazed up at me with large sad eyes, breathing through his mouth like a puppy.

Looming next to tiny Charlie, tall and lanky Simon Potts looked Frankensteinian. He had thick brown hair drawn down across a heavy brow, and a long face descending into a very large jaw. He had the look of a man who was uncomfortable with his height and had spent his life slouching to be smaller. His large head leaned forward out of his broad shoulders like a vulture’s. He wore brown corduroy trousers and a dark green jacket over a T-shirt decorated with a drawing of a nubile Tinker Bell, disrobing for a lustful crowd of Lost Boys at a Neverland stag party.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “Rough night. You’re friends of Emerson?”

The two men looked at each other. Charlie said, “More than friends, brother. We’re his fellow Ravons!”

My mind was still moving slowly. I stared at him. The tall one, Simon, said impatiently, “We’re in the same band. The Ravons! You haven’t heard us?”

“Of course I have,” I said, and it was true. Since my adventure in Spain I had purchased two singles by the Ravons and listened to one of them. It was not exactly my cup of tea but it was no worse than most of the songs on Top of the Pops. Bluesy rock with Negro affectations.

“You ain’t seen Emerson?” the small one asked again.

I was about to tell him he was becoming a pain in the bollocks when to my astonishment the door to my bedroom opened and a naked Emerson Cutler strolled out, as poised as if he were walking onto his terrace to check on the gardener.

“Hullo, boys,” he said to his friends. “How can we help each other today?”

He had a day’s growth of beard and eyes hooded from sleep that made him seem languidly glamorous. His hair looked as if it had been windswept into perfect disarray. This I realized was the essence of charisma. While I came out of our wild night sweaty and smelling of piss, he looked like the fantasy poster from a homosexual magazine.

“We had a band meeting scheduled, Em,” Simon said as if this were not the first time his plans had been sunk by Emerson’s disregard.

“Did we?” Emerson said, unconcerned. “Well, did we decide anything?”

Charlie chortled. Simon glared. Emerson looked around for something. He said to me, “Say, Jack–you don’t have any tea, do you?”

I hurried like a butler to put on a kettle. I had no memory of coming back here last night with Emerson or how I ended up on the couch and he found his way to my bedroom. He was completely at ease, as if waking up in new beds were an everyday occurrence.

I poured the tea and pulled down some biscuits from the cupboard. Simon was complaining and Emerson was brushing him off. Charlie seemed to have forgotten what it was he’d come for. As soon as I went back in the room he grabbed two biscuits and stuffed them in his mouth while crumbs rained onto his fur coat.

Emerson took a cup of tea and sipped some without saying thank you. He and Simon had reached the end of their contretemps. He said to me, “Thanks for the bunk, Flynn. Let me get my shirt and I’ll be out of your way.”

Simon said nothing. Charlie looked around anxiously and, seeing no one else was going for them, grabbed two more biscuits like a boy used to swiping his supper from the corner grocer. Emerson went into my bedroom and came out a moment later fully dressed. Simon opened the door and the other two followed him out. Charlie said, “Thanks for the biscuits, mate,” as a spray of crumbs came from his mouth. Emerson said, “Back to the press gang, eh? Talk to you soon, Flynn.”

The door closed. The Ravons were gone. I took the tray of cups and the plate back to the sink and washed them, along with a couple of glasses and spoons. I set them on the rack to dry. My head was still kicking out from the inside and my stomach was doing that uneasy turning where you don’t know if you’re hungry, sick, or overtired.

Those were the last months when it would have seemed improper to me to sleep all day. I went in the shower and stood under the cold water a long time, trying to right my head. I came out with a towel wrapped around me, gathered my dirty clothes, and put them in a green cloth bag to bring to the cleaner. I tried to read a newspaper but I could not focus on the words. I turned on the television and the sound hurt my ears. I made myself a cheese sandwich and could not eat more than a bite.

The hell with it, I decided. I am going back to bed. I need to sleep this off. I went into my darkened bedroom and closed the door behind me. I stubbed my toe, cursed, and fumbled my way to my unmade bed. I climbed in and sank into the pillow. It smelled like Emerson Cutler. Sleep came to me quickly. I felt enormous relief.

A warm hand fell on my shoulder. I leaped. A woman’s voice said sleepily, “Ready for another, Emerson?” Her fingers tiptoed down my belly.

I could hardly speak. I’d had dreams like this sometimes. I managed to say, “Emerson had to leave.” My eyes were adjusting to the dark room just enough to get a sense of the girl’s silhouette. She was slim, with a pointed nose. That was as much as I could tell.

“Did he, Jack?” she said. “What a bad boy.”

She knew my name. If she was startled or embarrassed to find herself in bed with me, she managed to contain it. Who was this woman? Not one of the American girls I remembered from last night; she had a Scottish accent. I must have met her, I must have brought her up here with Emerson, I must have known her name. I had no recollection of any of that, though. She had not taken her hand away. She nuzzled against my shoulder and said, “His loss, then. You’ll have to do.”

I was young and inexperienced. I tried to be a gentleman. I said, “Listen, you’re very kind, but we don’t really know each other and I would not want to take advantage of you or put you in a situation you might regret.”

“What? You a queer?”

That did it. I was prepared to be gallant but if she was going to dare me, well, what the hell? I proved myself to her once and then proved myself again. She seemed to accept this as a normal exchange of pleasantries, like inviting a stranger to a quick game of table tennis.

Before she left, I proved myself to her a third time.

Then I went out into London and had sausage and eggs and a pint of bitter. My headache was gone.


I once flew all the way from England to Australia sitting next to a French physician who had spent a lot of time working with Native Americans in the remote regions of Canada. Should I call them Native Canadians? It is hard to keep up. Given that this conversation took place twenty years ago, I suppose that on the plane we called them Red Indians. We don’t call them that now. This fellow had spent a lot of time working with local tribesmen somewhere up in the area where the people we used to call Indians turned into the people we used to call Eskimos, and he told me something I never forgot.

He said, “This tribe was pretty poor, but they were happy. They hunted, they fished, they played cards and told stories and sang songs and made love and had birthday parties. They had a decent life. Until they got television. Suddenly they saw how other people lived. They saw families with big cars and fancy houses and nice clothes, doing things they’d never done and never would do. For the first time, they began to think of themselves as poor. The rate of alcoholism went up. Suicides among the teenagers went through the roof. They had a nice world going on up there, but as soon as they found out there was another world, they were miserable.”

This was how it was for me going back to Difford, Withers & Flack after I met Emerson Cutler. I had been content in my tidy little universe, but now that I had visited the other world, I could never again be happy with my desk by the steam pipe. For two weeks I heard nothing from Emerson. Like a jilted boyfriend, I tried to put him out of my mind. The rational part of me said that his intrusion into my life had been only a brief interruption, a funny story I would tell over dinners for years ahead. But my work at the firm now seemed very banal indeed. I had seen the other world. I wanted to cross over.

I returned from lunch on a Thursday to a message inviting me to a party being thrown for the release of the new Ravons single at a discothèque near Piccadilly Circus. My heart began to pound like that of a fat girl invited to the dance. For the next twenty-four hours I whistled while I worked, and on Friday I left early to go home and bathe and get dressed in the new jacket and boots I had purchased on the King’s Road. I was the first person to arrive at the party. I stood around drinking scotch and Cokes and tried to look swinging.

The room was red and white and oval-shaped, down a flight of stairs from the street. There were little cubbyholes with Islamic arches cut into the walls, in which sat plump red settees from which the poo-bahs of pop could survey their subjects. I watched as the room filled up. Everyone who came in seemed to know everyone else.

I was very surprised to see an actor known for playing soldiers and tough policemen in motion pictures waltzing around the room in a lavender Nehru jacket. I recognized a young model so famous that even I knew her name, and a boy with the longest blond hair I had ever seen on a male. Later he and I would become friends, then fall out when he stole from me, and reconcile not long before he died at the age of twenty-seven. Time moved more slowly then, and great events seemed to happen every week.

Incongruous in this young and glamorous company was a very large man at least ten years older than everyone else. He had menacing eyes, an enormous belly stretching the half-buttoned jacket of a dirty black suit, and shafts of hair from the back of his head spread across his bald dome like seaweed. He was at least three inches more than six feet tall, and he had long arms that left the cuffs of his jacket trailing behind his huge hands by a good four inches. He glanced around over the heads of the happy partygoers as if looking for an antelope to kill with a club.

After a while his gaze fell on a small man entering the room in the company of a taller and very exotic-looking woman. I was so taken by the woman–who had deep brown skin, a long Persian nose, and black-rimmed eyes–that it took me a moment to recognize her escort as Charlie Lydle, the bandmate of Emerson who had stood in my flat in his fur coat and stuffed his mouth with my biscuits. Charlie spoke to the huge man, who went to the bar and came back with drinks for Charlie and his exquisite date. Then the big man led them to one of the cubbyholes, where he unhooked a velvet rope protecting one of the settees.

I was wondering if I should approach the rope when I felt a lunar tug on the room. Most of the people scattered across the floor gravitated toward the door, like the tide pulling toward the shore. This seemed to happen without conscious thought, on a herd level. As the crowd shifted toward him, Emerson Cutler, dressed in a sharp black suit and a red T-shirt, descended the stairs and came into the room. He was smiling but kept his eyes fixed ahead and moved straight toward the alcove where Charlie was waiting with his Cleopatra. The crowd followed him as metal filings trace a magnet.

Directly behind Emerson came lurching Simon Potts, who looked to me to be wearing exactly the same clothes he’d had on at my flat. Potts was moving behind Emerson, but was turning and nodding and showing his teeth to various people in the crowd. I decided he was trying to be starry and sociable. Simon smiled like he was going to the dentist.

The very large man with the long arms was behind them, looking back in expectation. Through the door, obviously running behind, came a fourth young man I had not seen before. He had even longer hair than the other three but somehow he did not look like one of them. He was loping, while they had lunged. He looked healthier, fit, and suntanned. Except for the hair, he might have come from a Hollywood hot rod movie.

I was seeing all four Ravons together in the flesh for the first time. If my eyes had been a camera, I would have had Charlie Lydle at the far right of my frame, perched on his red cushion like Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp at a posh ball. Moving toward him was charming Emerson Cutler, the center of gravity. In the middle left came Simon Potts, showing the kind of tortured happiness displayed by Frankenstein’s monster just before he threw the little girl into the river. On the far left of the picture was the robust-looking fellow who would soon be introduced to me as Danny Finnerty, the group’s new drummer and an American.

Lumbering along behind Danny like the last Cro-Magnon on his way to extinction was the intimidating giant I would also be introduced to that evening–Tug Bitler, the Ravons’ road manager. He hauled their equipment, guarded their bodies, selected which girls to let near them and which to keep away. If any promoter tried to shortchange them, he was available to hoist the cheater up by his ankles and shake out the money.

I would come to know each of those five men very well indeed. We would go through marriages and divorces together, have children and lose their love, change our jobs, our homes, even our nationality, and through it all remain attached, even though we would spend more time resenting each other than getting along. That night in the discothèque, enormous Tug Bitler came up and clamped his paw on my shoulder and told me in a voice that seemed to rise straight from his bowels that the boys wanted to see me. I followed him to the minaret-shaped hole in the wall and the rope was unhooked for me.


I was uncomfortable sitting on the settee with the Ravons as wave after wave of extraordinary-looking people came up to say hello, pay respects, and in the case of many of the young women shove forward whatever they considered their best feature. Over the course of the first hour, one or two of the girls were invited to join us. They slid in where they could, one even perching on the floor by glum Simon’s large feet.

These were the strange in-between days, after the birth control pill and sexual liberation of the midsixties, but before the rise of feminism. This was that odd moment when beautiful young women thought that the road to personal liberation was traversed by making themselves into objects of adolescent sex fantasies for hip young men. The women coming at the Ravons that evening were striking, fashionable, and proudly docile.

It was the brief era of the political legitimization of the James Bond/Playboy philosophy. Many of the young men who were in a position of celebrity during that short period never got over it. It caused them a lot of trouble with their girlfriends, wives, and daughters later on.

As I joined the group in their reviewing stand, Charlie’s Eastern beauty excused herself quietly and never returned. He paid her leaving no mind at all. Perhaps, I thought, he has sent her home to sprinkle rose petals in his bath. All these years later I think differently. Now I suppose she was hired from an agency to complement his entrance and present the proper dashing rock star image to the Fleet Street photographers who snapped the group’s arrival.

I tried to make nervous conversation, but Emerson, my sponsor, put a finger to his lips and made it clear that I was to sit back, be quiet, and enjoy the show. I caught on from watching the band that part of sitting on the throne of cool was to appear disengaged–not bored, exactly, but to give the impression of having one’s thoughts on other things.

Each of the Ravons did this differently. Simon looked sulky. He nodded at each guest who presented himself, but left it to the others to shake hands or engage in brief conversations. Charlie was the friendliest. He greeted people by name and acted like he was genuinely delighted to see them all.

When he could not recall a name, he was even more cordial. “Hallo, you!” he exclaimed to a woman hovering along the rope like a nervous bird. “I was hoping you’d be here! Everything all right? Who are you with?” The fidgeting woman produced a sister who was giddy with delight to be meeting the pop stars her sister had told her about. Charlie made her feel like a million bucks: “Lord almighty–the two of you look like you stepped out of a film magazine! Are you gonna be around for a while? Yeah?” He reached into his pocket and produced what looked like a black credit card. He handed it to the first girl and said, “This will get you into the VIP room. If anyone gives you a hard time, ask for Eddie and tell them you’re my guests. Go have some champagne on me, okay?”

As nicely as that, the girls were dismissed and Charlie turned his attention to the next supplicants at the rail.

Danny Finnerty, the American drummer, did not seem to share the Ravons’ genetic code. If Emerson, Simon, and Charlie were a brotherhood, Finnerty was a friendly in-law. He was new to the group, a replacement for the exiled Ravon whose transgression against the band was not revealed to outsiders. While the three British Ravons were united in their sense of vague entitlement, Finnerty spent most of the time standing, engaged in a series of intense conversations with various men–other musicians, record label representatives–whom he would spot and invite into the private cubby for a chat.

Emerson Cutler was the center of the Ravons, the most charming and comfortable. He even seemed to be better lit than the others. He exuded the same sense of relaxed belonging on this couch, greeting well-wishers across a velvet rope, that he had parading naked through my flat. He looked like a man who felt at home everywhere. It was a very attractive quality.

After I had been sitting with them for about half an hour, during a break in the receiving line he turned to me and said quietly, “I want the lads to get to know you, Jack, to get comfortable having you around. It’s a bit of a tough club to bust into, but you’ll do well. After this is over I want the five of us to go out and talk for a bit. You okay with that?”

I said I certainly was. I sat back again as a big bald American in a blue suit and brown turtleneck shirt leaned across the rope to grab Emerson’s hand. I was more comfortable now affecting the same half interest in the party that the Ravons projected. I knew why I was there.

A trio of pretty blond women came toward us. I was surprised that as they approached, Big Tug unsnapped the rope and let them right into the Ravons’ domain. The girls already in the booth scattered like small birds. The tallest of the Valkyries leaned over and kissed Emerson. She moved in heading for his mouth but he turned and gave her his cheek. He smiled and said, “Kristin, have you met Jack Flynn?”

She looked straight into my eyes. Oh my God–the adulterous wife, the woman I had photographed naked and in full cuckold. I stuttered. She studied my face, trying to place me. She moved her mouth as if she were chewing gum.

“Very nice to see you,” I said cautiously.

She said to her husband, “How do I know him?”

Emerson smiled brightly and said, “Why, darlin’, Jack is a great photographer!” He winked at me and I almost ran away. It sailed over her head. Kristin simply turned her gaze back to me for a moment and said, “Oh yeah.” She and her cohort of Nordic Amazons stayed a few minutes more, struck a couple of poses, drank some champagne, and then swung around and left the room abruptly, as if they had heard a summons to clear some battlefield of dead warriors.

I looked at Emerson, who seemed absolutely delighted at my unease. “Good going, Jack, you didn’t crack!” he said. “Believe me, you and I are not the only men in this room who have seen Kristin in the pink.”

There had been instrumental R&B music playing while the party moved along. Now it stopped and I saw a thin man a little older than the Ravons and me command a microphone in the center of the room and ask for attention. He cleared his throat several times and tapped the mike. The noise lowered, but there was still a bit of chatter by the bar. The thin man announced with unnecessary petulance that he would wait to begin until the bar stopped serving. Bit of a twit, I thought.

Charlie shouted very loudly, “Not that, Dennis! Don’t shut down the barrrrr!” Everyone laughed and the thin man smiled and addressed our throne room: “Just for a minute, Charlie! This is important.”

Dennis. The penny dropped. This was Dennis Towsy, the Ravons’ manager. He was barely older than we were. He had shorter hair than the group–a thin fringe pushed down in front like Julius Caesar–which he compensated for by wearing a remarkable double-breasted brown velvet suit with a large black Little Lord Fauntleroy bow tie draped across a shirt with ruffles so pronounced it would have embarrassed a gypsy juggler. The word “gay” still meant carefree in 1967. We would have described Dennis Towsy as “artistic.”

He spoke like a groovy schoolmaster. He said, “We are here tonight for the world premiere of the new single by . . . the Ravons!” Much applause. I noticed that Dennis pronounced the band’s name not like Poe’s bird but “Rave Ons,” like the Buddy Holly song. I had not got that pun before. He said, “What you are about to hear is another original composition by the hit songwriting team of Cutler, Potts, and Lydle. And if I may say so, it is their greatest hit yet!” More applause, though a little less enthusiastic. Some part of the audience clearly wanted young Towsy to finish up so the bar could reopen.

“Now here it is for the first time anywhere–the Ravons doing ‘Boston Uncommon’.”

The song played, nice-looking people danced and swayed. “Boston Uncommon” was a midtempo folk-rock tune with a strange Indian middle section that confused the dancers for eight bars before resolving back into a steady four/four. The lyric was a paean to the joys of Boston, Massachusetts, on a spring day. According to the catalog of attributes the song presented, one might come across on such an idyll, “a clown sharing wine from an old fruit bottle,” “a motorbike girl letting down her throttle,” and “kids with balloons filled up with laughter.” The song was pleasant and seemed to my untutored ears as worthy of being a hit as most of what I heard on the radio.

When it ended the guests applauded and the Ravons smiled and waved. Charlie grinned widely and put his hands on his heart as if asking for more. Emerson looked at me and cocked an eyebrow.

I said, “Good song, maestro. Why Boston? Do you spend a lot of time there?”

“Never been to the States, mate,” Emerson said with a grin. “But we figure this might get us there. ‘Barnsley Uncommon’ just wouldn’t do the trick.”

I was surprised that the Ravons had never been to America. They were not quite as big a group as I had imagined. These were the first people I had ever known who were at all famous, who were in show business. I did not really have any way to measure where they ranked in the pop hierarchy. “Boston Uncommon” was playing again. Simon Potts was agitated. He was half sitting, half standing, trying to get the attention of manager Towsy across the room. Towsy was electing not to notice. With a great demonstration of exasperation, Simon climbed out of our alcove and made his way across the floor, where he leaned in to the thin manager’s ear for what looked like a very intense exchange.

He made it back to our settee as the record ended. Young Towsy took the microphone again–this time no one stopped talking for him–and said, “And now, friends, the other side of the new single, ‘Open-Minded Friend.’”

Simon looked satisfied. Charlie and Emerson exchanged looks of mild alarm, which quickly vanished as they regained their professional expressions of half-engaged contentment.

A very slow song came over the loudspeakers with unusual jazzy chords. A low, moaning voice began to groan about a “very liberal” friend with a “heart so kind” who turns out to be a two-faced phony and backstabber. I had boned up on the Ravons enough to know that this was not the soulful singing voice of Emerson Cutler. We were being introduced to the darker vocal stylings of Simon Potts.

“Open-Minded Friend” seemed to last forever, moving through section after section without ever landing on a chorus one could retain or a melody one might whistle. As the song plodded on, the chatter of the crowd grew louder, eventually drowning out the record. Emerson and Charlie were part of that chatter, which only added more weight to the anchor of burden pulling down Simon’s face.

When the song finally finished, the club’s disc jockey put on a James Brown record and the room began to heave with dancers. The party resumed. The Ravons abruptly made motions toward leaving, responding to some shared signal I could not see. Emerson took my elbow and said, “Stick with us, Jack. We’re making our move.”

Tug Bitler, the giant handler, moved ahead of the Ravons and me into the crowd like the prow of an icebreaker. The Ravons smiled and pointed and exchanged quick words with friends as they moved through the throng, but they never slowed down. I saw their manager trying to get their attention, apparently to introduce them to someone, but the Ravons did not lose their velocity. Only Simon Potts acknowledged young Towsy’s entreaties at all, and he did so by shooting him a dirty look and a tight grin as we moved out of the nightclub and upstairs into the evening.


We were in the back of a large automobile heading away from the center of London. Emerson, Simon, and the new drummer they called Fin were in the backseat. Charlie and I squatted on two jump seats, facing them. Tug Bitler was in the front, with the driver.

“I want to work on this tonight,” Simon said. He was stern.

“Kind of late to start routining a new tune, Garfunkel,” Charlie said happily. “And I must confess, I may have had a drop too many.”

“I want to do it tonight,” Simon said again. “We’re in the studio tomorrow and I don’t want to put this one off any longer. It’s what we need.”

“We’ll get to it,” Emerson said. “We’ll see what you’ve got. But first I want to talk with Jack.”

They all turned their attention my way. I did not want to compete with Simon. He looked at me with no enthusiasm.

Emerson said, “We all know the hassles we’ve had with Dennis. He’s a lovely bloke but he is not a businessman.”

Charlie laughed merrily and said, “He’s good on the business end of a tallywhacker, I reckon!” I heard a deep grinding noise somewhere behind me and thought for a moment that a rock had flown up into the car’s engine. It turned out to be the sound Tug Bitler made when he laughed.

Emerson leaned forward and said to me, “Jack, could you look at our deals, our contracts, our business arrangements and tell us if Dennis is . . . doing an able job?”

“Well.” I wanted to be careful in what I promised. “Of course I would be glad to read anything you want me to. Do you have copies of the documents?”

The Ravons looked at each other. Simon said, “What does that tell you?”

“Dennis keeps those things in his office,” Emerson explained. “And if we ask to see them, it’s going to get him all worked up. We were thinking there must be copies of all the contracts with the solicitors. Where you work. Couldn’t you have a look?”

I considered that. It was a bit tricky. I finally said, “I suppose I could if you contacted Edward Withers and told him you want me to handle your affairs. I suppose that would be all right.”

I was actually not at all sure how Mr. Withers would react to such a request. I suspected it would not make him happy. I saw this as my chance, though. It was worth risking Withers’s annoyance.

I said to the Ravons, “What is your main concern?”

Emerson and Simon said nothing, Fin looked out the car window. Charlie said brightly, “We got no money, Jack!”

I was surprised. I said, “But this car, your clothes, that wristwatch.”

Simon said, “Props. Bought on expenses.”

“We don’t own anything,” Emerson said. “Six singles that have gone into the charts, two hundred shows, an LP that went to number seven, and none of us have more than a hundred pounds in the bank.”

Charlie leaned in to my ear. He smelled like Johnnie Walker Black. He said, “But Dubious Dennis has golden rings on every finger and French perfume on his balls!”

Simon said, “You been near enough to smell his balls, Charlie?”

Charlie said, “I can tell by the way he walks.”

Emerson said to me, “To be fair, Dennis does come from money. I don’t think he’s stealing from us . . .”

Simon snorted.

Emerson continued, “But I don’t think he’s very clever about these things. I wonder if the agents and record companies have taken advantage of him. We really need someone on our side in this, Jack. Someone who speaks our language, someone our age.”

I was very happy that the Ravons saw me as being on the “us” side of the great us against them. I said, “You tell Withers and I’ll find out everything I can.”

The car stopped. We were in a barren factory district far from where we had started. The Ravons climbed out. I had no idea what we were doing. Tug Bitler went up and used a ring of keys to open the large door of a dark building. We all went inside. We walked down drab, badly lit corridors and up a flight of stairs. Big Tug wrestled with another door and we entered a dull room painted black and insulated with flattened cardboard boxes and egg cartons. Drums and amps were waiting in a field of microphone stands. There was a large Hammond organ covered with a piano tarpaulin against the wall. We had entered the Ravons’ rehearsal room. It was as depressing as a Russian army barracks. A cracked radiator gasped out a stream of steam. The Ravons took off their jackets and began plugging in and tuning guitars. Fin took a seat behind the drums. There were a couple of cheap wooden folding chairs, a plug-in teakettle and some dirty cups, and on the wall a yellowed photograph of an 1890s burlesque queen, with a fifty-pence price tag hanging from the cracked frame.

I was startled that the Ravons rehearsed their music in this shabby and windowless room. I had imagined something much more grand, or at least more mod.

Simon was sitting on an amp, hunched forward like a gargoyle. He began playing a bass figure incessantly, clearly trying to focus the others on his new idea. They stopped doodling on their own instruments and gave him their attention. He closed his eyes, leaned in to his microphone, and began to croon in the same deep voice that had enervated “Open-Minded Friend” and almost sunk the record release party.

Simon sang:

He’s at war with all the hypocrites

He’s at war with the sexually repressed misfits

He’s at war with the bullies of physically fit

He’s at war with the ones who always quit.

It was an entirely unpleasant song. Simon’s singing voice reminded me of Boris Karloff. I was distressed to realize there was more to come:

He’s at war with the military parasites

He’s at war with their quaint historical sites

He’s at war with the forces of permanent night

He’s at war with the perfumed hermaphrodites.

At that last line, Charlie, strumming along on his electric Rickenbacker, turned and said to Fin, “Rhymin’ dictionary got a workout on that one!”

The song rumbled through another five verses like a dying trolley bus. It ended with a refrain of “He’s at war with them all, he’s at war with them all,” repeated like the pulse of a toothache.

When it was over I studied the Ravons’ reactions. Fin, the new boy, just sat tapping the foot pedal of his hi-hat. Emerson and Charlie leaned on their guitars and neither praised the song nor dismissed it. They went right to work.

“I think you got something there, Simon,” Charlie said. “That idea of a war. I wonder, though.” He strummed his guitar. “The ‘he he he’ makes it feel a bit heavy.”

“It is meant to be heavy,” Simon said. Emerson was fingering a new guitar part, a bit brighter than what he had played along to Simon’s lugubrious bass. He was moving from minor chords up to majors while Charlie continued talking to Simon.

Charlie said brightly, “I’m just thinking, what if you said ‘she’ instead of ‘he’? What if it were a girl? Where does that take us?”

Simon hesitated. He was listening. Whatever their differences in temperament, the Ravons respected each other’s opinions. Charlie stopped talking and tuned in to the guitar riff Emerson was picking out. It was getting brighter by the bar, a vaguely music box pattern–what we would all soon be calling “psychedelic.”

Charlie began to strum along with Emerson’s guitar figure, and to sing in a high, cracking voice, “She’s at war with ’em all, she’s at war with ’em all.” Simon looked a bit uneasy, but they had listened to him; now he had to reciprocate. Charlie kept strumming and humming, Emerson kept picking out the pattern, Fin tapped along–they were not going to give Simon an opening to drag them back into the tomb of his first intent.

Charlie began singing a new melody: “It’s Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary, she’s at war with herself.” He looked at Emerson, who nodded. He sang again, “Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary–she’s at war with herself / Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary, she’s at war with herself.” Fin played a drum fill. Simon fell in on the bass. The song was turning into something very different.

Charlie introduced a new chord into the pattern and sang, “Sometimes she wants to stay home / Sometimes she can’t be alone / Sunday she likes to eat cheese / Monday she’s covered with fleas / It’s Mary vs. Mary vs. Mary, she’s at war with herself.” The band laughed and played with more confidence.

It was quite remarkable how deftly Charlie and the others had turned Simon’s dirge into something more pleasant. Now Simon stopped playing and waved his hand.

“I think we might be losing the thread.”

“We haven’t lost anything, Si,” Emerson said. “You know your version. It ain’t going away. Let’s play with this for a while and see if anything comes of it.”

“I don’t want to lose the intention,” Simon said. “I like those lines attacking the greed of organized religion.”

Charlie nodded and sang, “Sometimes she wants to believe / Other times she wants to be free.” He kept playing and said to Simon, “That’s the idea, isn’t it?” He sang again: “Sometimes she’s full of ambition / Other times she gives it all to the missions.”

Now Simon wanted to get back into the game. He sang, “Sometimes she hates superstition / Sometimes she says an Act of Contrition.”

I winced but Charlie and Emerson said “Great, man!” and kept playing the riff, speeding up a bit every time around. By the end of half an hour Simon’s gruesome protest song had been polished into a hooky pop tune that one could imagine thousands of teenage girls taking to their bosoms. The grinding bass pattern that Simon had used through the whole song when it started had been relegated to eight bars between the second chorus and the third verse, where it could be covered with a guitar solo and do little harm.

Charlie reached under the seat of the organ and produced a cigar-box-sized cassette machine into which he plugged one of the vocal mikes. I had never seen a cassette before. It looked to me like something from the future. I remember being astonished that the tiny reels of recording tape inside that little cartridge could capture sound as well as the big spools I was used to seeing on conventional tape recorders.

The Ravons recorded several versions of “Mary vs. Mary,” a song that would become their biggest hit yet when it was released in June 1967. You still hear it sometimes, on the soundtrack of movies anxious to re-create the mood of the Summer of Love.

Watching the Ravons collaborate in that cramped rehearsal space, turning a piece of sophomoric junk into a little bit of pop history, remains to this day one of my happiest memories. They really were a band then, a group of friends who knew how to work together to make something better than what any of them could have done alone. Emerson had the voice and the musical skill, but I saw that little Charlie had something, too: a gift for finding the bright spark in a dark idea and fanning until it lit up the room. Even Simon had the humility to allow his first musical draft to be broken down and reshaped by his collaborators. They were like brothers, working together to bring something beautiful into the world.

I often wondered in later years if any of them remembered it had ever been that way.


“Boston Uncommon” was not a hit. It did not make Top of the Pops. Neither did it make the bottom of the pops. Ten days after the record release party I found the Ravons seated in Soho’s Alibi Club in a state of dissatisfaction. With whom were they commiserating? At this distance of years a hundred nights blend together, but let’s say it was the fair-haired Bee Gee, the drummer in the Who, a girl who sang with Fairport Convention, and perhaps that boy with the long blond hair who later died owing me money. If he was there, he was with his frighteningly beautiful girlfriend, who always made me think of Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS. It is even possible that one of the Beatles’ road managers was present. I don’t recall exactly who was at the table that night, but it was a group like that.

I was now part of that circle, or at least accepted among them as long as I was in the company of one of the Ravons. I had begun dressing more stylishly, and although Difford, Withers & Flack looked askance at long hair, I let my sideburns creep southward. Mr. Withers tolerated it as a concession to my new role within the firm as liaison to the young pop world.

I had been nervous about Emerson calling Mr. Withers to say he wanted me to handle his group’s affairs, but Withers could not have been more accommodating. He said it would be good to see if I could drum up some new business among this booming demimonde that the older partners did not understand. At the same time, I think he was happy to have responsibility for Cutler and his wronged women out of his in-box.

When I came upon the Ravons that evening, their spirits were low and drink was improving nothing. Their collective disappointment in the fate of their new single had turned to bitterness directed at the great success being enjoyed that week by the crooner who called himself Engelbert Humperdinck.

“What a load of old shite,” Charlie groaned while stacking a pile of empty pint glasses. He began to sing in an exaggerated, hammy baritone, “Please release meeeee. Phew! Bollocks!”

“Rock and roll is over,” Simon said with the attitude of a man speaking to a mob about to hang him. “It should have died with Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper. You can’t reanimate a corpse.”

It struck me that Simon looked like someone who might have tried.

“Come on, fellas,” Emerson said. He was addressing his bandmates but I had the sense that he was actually speaking for the other pop musicians at the table. “The universe isn’t going to melt because our new record isn’t a hit. We just have to go in and make a better one.”

Simon grimaced. He said, “We went with the wrong A-side.”

The others looked at him with something hovering between amusement and disbelief. Finally Charlie spoke, laughing and spitting out a thin film of beer.

“Simon, me brother, you ain’t gonna sit there and say we would have had a better chance with ‘Open-Minded Friend.’” Charlie began to laugh and Fin, the drummer, joined in. From the look Simon shot him, I was pretty sure right then that Fin’s tenure with the Ravons would be brief.

Simon said, “At least ‘Open-Minded Friend’ was something new and different. ‘Boston Uncommon’ was just a piece of toffee. It was not about anything.”

Charlie looked very serious and declared, “Hold on right there, mate. ‘Boston Uncommon’ certainly was about something!”

Everyone was startled by the easygoing guitarist’s fierceness. The whole table stared at him. Charlie looked straight into Simon’s eyes and said, “It was about two minutes forty-nine seconds.” Then he began to laugh and everyone except Simon did, too.

The night went downhill from there. I got a few pointed questions about what I was doing for the Ravons besides drinking their brandy, but it was a passing blow. The real venom was reserved for any band in London who was doing better than the Ravons and did not have a member seated at the table. In fact, after the Bee Gee left, he and his brothers came in for a little backbiting, too.

When the tedious evening reached its end and most of the table was gone and those who remained were drunk, Ilsa the She Wolf began whispering back and forth with her blond boyfriend. Whatever they were on about caused him some distress, but she was not letting up. Ilsa had a provocative habit of carrying knives and ostentatiously playing with them when she did not like someone. Now she withdrew from God knows where an ornate Egyptian dagger with a red stone in the handle. She began poking the edge of the table with the tip and said to her long-haired lover, “Tell them.”

All eyes fell on the blond man, whose eyes were red and pouched. Finally he spoke: “There’s someone you can see.”

The Ravons stared at him, waiting for more. He reached out and took my half-full glass and emptied it down his throat. He said, “There is a spade up on Denmark Street. American. His name is G. T. LaSalle.” This he almost whispered.

“What is he, then?” Emerson asked. “Some kind of bagman? Payola? Put the money in a brown envelope and he gets the record on?”

Charlie asked, “Isn’t that the record company’s job?”

Ilsa the She Wolf gave her boy a nudge in the sleeve with her dagger. He said, “It ain’t like that. This guy . . . he’s eerie. He can do things for you, abnormal things.”

Charlie turned to Fin and said, “Right. New boy gets to cozy up with Mr. Abnormal. Come on, Finnerty, close your eyes and take one for the group!”

Ilsa was staring at the Ravons with a strange, fierce delight–like a fox studying a bunch of new-hatched chicks. Her boyfriend looked up at her as if hoping she’d let him off the hook. Ilsa never let anyone off the hook.

He said, “Here’s the thing. This cat, he knows a lot about music. He goes back to, like, Charlie Patton and shit, the Stovall Plantation, Parchman Farm, real heavy stuff. Voodoo, potions, all that.”

“Woo, wait up,” Charlie said. “You’re talking about a witch doctor?” He laughed but no one else did. Everyone looked at the blond, but it was Ilsa who spoke. She said, “These are things you know nothing about, stupid boy. But your betters do. They all do.”

Simon asked her what she meant by betters and she told the blond to tell us.

“The Stones went to this cat,” he said. “So did the Beatles. When everyone had turned them down, Epstein heard about him and went and they made a deal. Only Pete Best wouldn’t go along. That’s why they pushed him out and got Ringo in. Ringo was okay with it.” He looked across the table at the drummer from the Who. So did everyone else.

“Yeah,” the drummer said. “We met LaSalle. The Beatles told the Stones, the Stones told us.”

“What the hell,” Charlie said, laughing. “Pull the other one, it’s got bells.”

Simon said, “What does this wizard do? Sprinkle you with mojo root and you start to write hits?”

Now the drummer and the blond and the She Wolf all fell silent.

“What is it, man?” Emerson asked. “He take your publishing?”

“I can’t talk about that,” the blond man said. “You go or don’t. Just an idea.” He glared up at Ilsa. “Maybe not a good one.”

The Ravons collected an address, no phone number, and the name G. T. LaSalle. The party broke up and everyone went home with inflamed imaginations.


Getting an appointment with G. T. LaSalle the voodoo song doctor was like booking time with a ghost. Charlie tried to follow up through Ilsa the She Wolf and her boyfriend but they would not take his calls. He asked around the musical instrument stores on Denmark Street and Shaftesbury Avenue and was told that LaSalle had gone back to America, that LaSalle was dead, even that LaSalle was not a real person, it was a joke name among the old jazz musicians. If a cop or a bill collector or an angry father came along wanting to know who was responsible for some trouble, the jazzers would blame it on “Mr. LaSalle.”

The Ravons had given up on ever finding this magician until a cold Wednesday night when Emerson, Simon, and I went to see Mose Allison at Ronnie Scott’s club. The show had begun when we got there and we took a seat in the back, at a table against the wall. We became aware of an elegant black man sitting with a beautiful young white woman at the table next to us. He had his back to the wall and was listening to her intensely while she whispered something that seemed very important. He nodded, listened, put a long finger to his chin, and finally wrote a number on a paper menu and passed it to her. She grabbed the paper, stuffed it into the pocket of her raincoat, and left the nightclub. The black man went back to watching the show.

When the music was over and people began to pack up and leave, the stranger looked at us with the mild interest of someone who had just noticed that his ice cream came with chocolate sauce. He opened his eyes a bit wider and said, “Are you gentlemen the Ravons?”

Simon and Emerson nodded. It was unusual in those days before music videos for young pop musicians to be recognized by anyone older than a teenager, and unusual for black people to take much interest in white rock and roll. The man was dressed in a perfect black suit with wide lapels, a white shirt with a starched collar, and a red necktie that matched the handkerchief in his breast pocket. He wore silver cuff links and a silver ring. He said, “I believe there was a message that you wanted to meet me. My name is LaSalle.”

He was real after all, and nothing like we expected. The stories we had heard suggested a toothless old man with mud on his shoes. The gent who presented himself to us now was perfectly tailored, tall and robust, looked to be in his early thirties, and spoke with a gentle, exotic diction I would come to recognize as upper-class New Orleans. His hair was a little longer than most black men wore it in 1967 London, and he had a mustache and short sideburns that turned out to a point. He cut so striking a figure that I wondered how I had not seen him around before. He was not someone I would have forgotten.

“Coo, man,” Emerson said, offering his hand. “We thought we’d never find you! Mickie Most said you’d left England.”

“Sadly, my obligations abroad do sometimes force me to travel quickly without much notice,” LaSalle said. “And I am oftentimes negligent in conveying news of my whereabouts to my various business contacts. I do hope my friend Mickie Most did not feel ill used by my absence. I will send him some small gift by way of apology.”

“So what is it you do, exactly?” Simon wanted to know. “You’re not a record producer?”

“Oh, my résumé is long and quite varied,” LaSalle said. We would become familiar with his gift for gliding away from a direct question on a smooth flow of elocution. “I expect that were you to peruse my curriculum vitae you would find me accused of all sorts of dubious endeavors. I may have on occasion sunk to record production, when I was unable to find more respectable work as a forger or rumrunner, but it is not something I would wish to see in the first paragraph of my obituary.”

The Ravons were charmed. LaSalle glanced around the room as if to make sure no one was listening and then lowered his voice and said, “My dear friend Cowboy Henry says, ‘As soon as someone tells me he’s a producer, I put my wallet in my boot.’” We all laughed and before we finished LaSalle had turned businesslike. “How can I help you fellows?”

Emerson was the leader. He fumbled around and said, “Well, we’re not sure, really. Everyone says you know how to make ordinary songs into hits.”

LaSalle smiled. “An ordinary song will never be a hit. A hit is always a hit. It comes into the world in a moment when a songwriter receives what is in the air unspoken that the public is leaning forward, waiting to hear. What I have on occasion been able to do is simply to clear away from a new hit whatever obstacles might be standing in the way of allowing the public to recognize it.”

We were not sure what that meant but did not want LaSalle to lose interest in talking to us. Simon asked him, “What sort of obstacles?”

“Oh,” LaSalle said, “there are as many as there are human foibles. It could be that the chorus is delayed too long, it could be that the song is being presented in the wrong key. I remember suggesting to my friends from Liverpool that they slow a number down to half its tempo. When they did, the hit that was always there emerged.”

“You worked with the Beatles?”

“I’m sure you can appreciate that it would be indiscreet to share the names of any of my associates. It is a courtesy that they consult with me. I would never be so ungrateful as to compromise that courtesy.”

The management of the nightclub turned on the house lights. Emerson said, “Right, then. When do we get together and play you some songs? Can you come by our rehearsal space?”

LaSalle held between his fingers a gold-trimmed business card that seemed to have appeared out of the air. He handed it to me and spoke directly to me for the first time.

“It is easier for me to work at my own office. I am not far from here. Perhaps Saturday at noon would be convenient for you and your partners. If so, I will be available. If not, don’t fret.”

“We can make Saturday,” Emerson said.

“I look forward to it,” LaSalle said, and he stood to leave. He was taller than I had thought, well over six feet. He wore crimson satin slippers and oxblood socks. We shook hands and he said to me, “You are an attorney, Mr. Flynn?”

The question threw me. I said, “A solicitor, yes.”

“Ah,” LaSalle said. “We have even more in common. I am not licensed in your country, but I do take an amateur’s interest in the ins and outs of contracts, leases, and partnerships.”

With that strange announcement he was gone.

“Well,” Emerson said, “we have met the mystery man. Wait’ll we tell Charlie.”

“Strange bloke,” Simon said. “Likes to talk.”

I was troubled by something I could not explain. I turned to the others and asked them, “How did he know my name?”

Simon said, “You introduced yourself.”

“No, I didn’t. I said your names and I said I’m Jack. I didn’t tell him my last name.”

Emerson smiled and said, “You just look like a Flynn, Jack.”

That ended the conversation but it did not answer my question.


I was in my little office, going through the Ravons’ files, reading their contracts and their management agreement with Dennis Towsy, studying their record deal and their obligations to their booking agency. They were thoroughly screwed.

Once I understood the disposition of the Ravons’ finances, I no longer wondered that they had no money. The wonder was that they were not chained to the wall of a workhouse, licking their bowls for bits of gruel.

I called a band meeting at my flat to lay out the problems. I sensed it was better not to do this at Difford, Withers & Flack. I was not sure Mr. Withers would want me rocking the boat of the junior and senior Mr. Towsys, but my duty was to my clients. Emerson, Charlie, and Simon all showed up on time and serious. Fin, who was not a contractual member of the Ravons’ partnership or a signatory on their management or recording contracts, was not invited.

“First,” I said to them, “you understand that you are not signed to any record company.”

“Well,” Charlie said, “we record for Blue Knight Records, which is part of BEI, the big label.”

“Yes and no,” I said. “Blue Knight Records is owned by your manager, Dennis Towsy, and some business partners. Strictly speaking, you are signed–as recording artists, performers, songwriters, and for personal management–to one man, Dennis. Dennis then licenses your recordings to BEI, who press and distribute them.”

“We know that,” Emerson said. “Dennis told us this is a way for us to keep control and ownership of our records. Instead of BEI owning the masters and telling us what to do, we make the records our way, ourselves, and BEI has no say in the creative process.”

I looked at him. “Well, that is right in all the particulars but wrong in the overall. You see, strictly speaking, you are not the artists in the eyes of BEI. Dennis Towsy is. You work for Dennis, supply him with recordings, and he is the one signed to BEI. The advances, royalties, all payments go to him. You are–technically–salaried employees of the record producer Dennis Towsy. All rights to the songs and the records are retained by him.”

The Ravons absorbed this quietly.

“How do we fix it, Jack?” Charlie asked me.

“I can only tell you what some of your options are,” I said.

Simon was starting to boil. He said, “So tell us.”

“Well, you can go to Dennis and tell him you want to renegotiate your agreements with him. He might be open to it.”

The Ravons looked at each other as if they were sharing a bitter joke. Simon said, “Let’s imagine Dennis is not fair-minded. Can we break the deal?”

“It’s not just one deal,” I said. “It’s about seven separate deals. The court might look at that as a point in your favor. What Dennis has set up is clearly unethical. The question a judge would have to decide is whether it is illegal.”

“We’re talking about suing Dennis,” Emerson said.

“That would be the likely eventuality,” I said, “if we cannot bring him around to our perspective through persuasion. Perhaps you have something you would offer him in exchange for his making the contracts more favorable to you?”

Charlie said, “Like what? I can tell you now, Jack, I might let him sleep with Emerson once or twice but that’s as far as I’ll go.”

Simon resented Charlie making a joke of it. He said, “I want to push the little poof under a train.”

Emerson wanted to know what they had to bargain with and I told them they could offer to extend their contract with Dennis–give him more years in exchange for a fairer deal.

“How much longer do we have with him as it is?” Emerson asked.

“Another five years,” I told them. “But that can be extended by Dennis if you fail to deliver thirty-four releasable sides a year. Two LPs and three singles.” I let them absorb that before I added, “You are already behind on your delivery by fourteen sides. As the contract is written, that means Dennis can extend the term of the deal almost indefinitely.”

The wind went out of the Ravons. They looked like schoolboys dragged before a vengeful headmaster. Finally Simon said, “I don’t want to make any further deals with Dennis Towsy.”

Charlie nodded. Emerson said, “Get us out of it, Jack. All of it. File the papers, drag him before the court. I’ll cut off my hair and stand in the docket for as long as it takes. Get us out of it. Do to Dennis what he’s done to us.”

We ended the meeting then, and I offered the band something to eat. “Don’t talk about this in front of Tug,” I warned them. “He may seem like a brick wall but he’s got two ears and a devious heart. Always remember that he works for Towsy, too.”


Dennis Towsy worked in a narrow tunnel of offices up three flights of stairs just south of Oxford Circus. It was close to Carnaby Street, where he roamed each morning in winklepicker boots and tinted spectacles. Dennis had an eye for the aspiring poor boys who picked through the trash bins for cast-off fashions from the trendy shops. He would invite them up to his office to discuss their prospects as singers, models, or nightclub managers and to calculate how open they might be to dropping the soap and furthering their career prospects.

It is difficult, in a different and more enlightened century, to talk accurately about how homosexuals were regarded in the 1960s. Attitudes had begun to change, but they had not changed yet. No one realized then that the American civil rights movement would provide a moral template through which women, immigrants, the handicapped, and gays would assert their claims on equality. At the time, the enlightened view was to think of homosexuals as persons with an unfortunate mental illness. The unenlightened view was to beat them and throw them in prison. It’s shameful but it’s true.

There had always been a certain protection for what we now call gay people in the world of theater, itself somewhat disreputable and beyond normal social mores. To call someone “rather musical” was a polite way of indicating that he might not be the marrying kind. In the early and midsixties a number of young men of a theatrical bent began to take an interest in the rough young boys who played rock and roll music. They dressed them in frills and tight trousers, cleaned them up, and encouraged them to grow their hair long. They taught them how to walk and talk and shake their fannies for the little girls, into whose tastes these Svengalis held great insight. Any list of the great English rock bands of the sixties will be a list of good-looking straight boys dressed up and promoted by homosexual managers. The Ravons were part of that tradition.

Dennis Towsy was only twenty-five, but he had the soul of a bitter old man. It was generally assumed that he had learned heartlessness from his father, the grand theatrical baron Sir Carl Towsy, but Emerson always maintained that this was not true. Old Sir T was a nice enough fellow, Em said, who had left Dennis’s mother when the boy was five. Dennis did not know his father well, and contrary to the common wisdom did not share in much of the old man’s wealth. Emerson said that the son had learned resentment and covetousness from his mother, who filled the boy with a keen sense of the easy life they had lost when Father left them to set up house with the second-best Stanley Kowalski to ever grace the London stage.

Dennis had viewed my coming into the Ravons’ circle with reserved politeness and some suspicion. He allowed me to help out with the legal errands, but I had better never believe I was part of the inner circle. I thought it best to arrive at his office without notice, to try to catch him unprepared. I showed up at ten-thirty on a Friday morning. I was sorry when ugly Tug Bitler opened the door, eating an onion.

Tug looked like he had slept in his suit. The jacket was shorter than his arms and his shirt was half untucked. The top of his baggy pants was turned out at the waist, under his ballooning belly. He looked at me and said, “He’s in the back there,” and waved his onion toward an open office down a green corridor decorated with photos of pop stars and kohl-eyed ingénues.

Young Dennis had his back to his office door. He was facing out the open window with both hands in front of him and a phone cradled in his ear. He was shouting at someone in a voice that put inflections in all the wrong places.

“David, you miserable twat, I don’t mind your lying to me but I am offended by your incompetence at it! You know you promised full pay for six nights for both bands if I got you the Black Snakes, too. I delivered and now you are attempting to renege. No, no, this is not a debate! There are not two versions of what you said and what I agreed to! There is the truth and then there is the lie you are trying and failing to maintain. Now, you can give Michiel the money you owe us and count yourself lucky or you can try to steal from me and know that I will take it out of your miserable ballroom and your hairy little balls. You and I will never speak again. But if you give Michiel the money today, at least you will still have teeth to chew with when this is over.”

I coughed to let him know I was there. He turned halfway around from the window and I saw what he was doing with his hands. He had his willy out and was peeing into a beer stein. He had just about filled it.

He looked slightly distressed to see me, finished filling the stein, put his pride away, took one step toward the window, and poured his glass of urine into the alley below. He said to the person on the phone, “My bodyguard has just come in. If he starts out now he should be able to reach your door by the end of the day. Good-bye, David, and fuck you.”

He was sweating. He looked at me and said, “Why are you here?”

“I need to talk to you about the Ravons, Dennis.”

“You don’t talk to me about the Ravons, Flynn,” he said, sitting down at his desk and uncorking a small vial of pink pills. “When I want to talk to you I will tell you. Until then, go back to your little cell at Difficult, Withered and Fucked.”

“The group has asked me to represent them, Dennis.”

“Represent them at what?”

“They are unhappy with their agreements with you. They feel they could do better elsewhere. Given that you and they have all been disappointed by the failure of their recent singles, they feel this would be a good time for both sides to have a fresh start. They appreciate the support you have given them and would prefer that this not go to litigation. They have appointed me to negotiate a fair severance deal with you on their behalf.”

Dennis swung around twice in his chair, swallowing pills as he rotated. When he came to a stop he was laughing.

“You didn’t waste a moment, did you, Flynn? You dirty little papist, you Irish imbecile. You did not even have the good sense to ingratiate yourself with me for a month or two before attempting this clumsy blackmail scheme. I tell you, I knew you were stupid when I met you. That’s the only reason I let you get close to the boys.”

“We’ve all read your contracts with them, Dennis. They’re completely illegal. Let’s settle this quietly between us with no hard feelings and you can keep your little operation going. Keep all your other victims. But if the court gets a look at how you’ve conducted business with the Ravons, it’s a safe bet your other clients will find out you’ve been screwing them, too. Then you will not only lose your business, you will spend the next ten years losing lawsuits from every artiste on your roster.”

He put one of his pointed boots up on the corner of his desk and began chipping away at the wood with his Cuban heel. He said nothing, so I spoke: “You’ve lost the Ravons, Dennis. It’s up to you whether you want to lose everything else.”

While still looking at his shoe, Dennis began to scream, “Tug! Tug! Get in here!”

Big Tug Bitler came crashing into the room looking for someone to hit.

“He’s attacking me!” Dennis shouted from his chair. “Stop him!”

Tug came at me and I jumped away. I did not want one of his ape hands to connect with any part of me.

“Stop it, Tug!” I told him. “Dennis is angry because the Ravons are leaving him. You and I have no quarrel!”

“Grab him, Tug!” Dennis cried. “Don’t let him out of the room!”

Tug got one paw around my throat and grabbed the top of my hair with the other. He bent my head back and began shoving me toward the wall. I put both my hands on his chest and pushed, but it was like trying to stop a railroad train. I felt something slapping at my arm. It was Dennis punching me. Tug was grunting, I was choking, Dennis was screaming, and then Tug was pushing me over backward while I held tight to his wrist and I hit my head on something that I realized with terror was the frame of the open window.

Tug let go of my throat and it was I who now struggled to hold on to him. He heaved me back, Dennis pushing, too, and I was out the window and dangling upside down, three stories above a brick alley. The two monsters had me by one ankle and were shaking me like a fish on a line.

I would like to tell you that I kept my senses, but I was scared, disoriented, and saved from complete panic only by the fact that I could not believe what was happening to me. I was shouting as loud as I could for them to let me up, pull me in, save me!

Dennis was leaning out the window screaming, “No one steals from me! No one steals from me!” Even if I had possessed the presence of mind to consider that this was an intimidation routine he and Tug had practiced, I would have worried that the pills on which he was inebriated might cause him to kill me by accident, or in an amphetamine-fired burst of bad judgment.

In my distress I retreated to the vocabulary of a schoolboy: “I give up, Dennis! You win! You win, Dennis! You win!”

The swinging became less frantic for a minute. I tried to see some wire or drainpipe to grab. Then there was a heave as Tug hauled me up by my leg and back through the window. I collapsed onto the floor behind Dennis’s desk, shaking. He stepped back and looked down on me, his face red and his eyes little black pinpricks. Tug, even more sweaty and disheveled than before, took two steps back.

My head was not right. I began to giggle.

Dennis tried to speak evenly. “Now you know, arsewipe. You get out of here and never, ever speak to my boys again or I will kill you.”

I was at eye level with Dennis’s desktop. There was his piss-stained beer stein. There was also a small curved Persian knife that he used as a letter opener. I grabbed the beer mug and threw it as hard as I could at Dennis’s face and followed it toward him, taking the knife.

By the time the stein cracked his glasses and split open the ridge above his left eye, I had my hand on his shirt collar. I pulled him against me and pressed the little knife to his cheek.

“Don’t move, Tug,” I said. Blood was spurting from Dennis’s forehead and he gurgled. I pushed the tip of the knife in enough that he would register what it was. I kept speaking to Tug.

“Little Lord Towsy here has just given me the legal right to kill him in self-defense.” This was bullshit but Tug was no jurist. “You can be indicted as a coconspirator and go to prison or you can run away to Scotland and become a pig farmer. Depends on what you decide to do in the next fifteen seconds.”

Dennis was gasping for Tug to save him but Tug had more experience with violence. He was not going to come at me until he had measured his options.

I twisted the knife against Dennis’s face and addressed Tug: “Here’s what you walked in on. The Ravons have fired Dennis. He is angry about that but he has no choice. He has broken a dozen laws and if they want to, they can prove that in court.”

“It’s a lie!” Dennis insisted. I slapped his eye with the heel of my hand and kept talking.

“Here are the cold facts, Tug. Dennis and the Ravons are finished. The group likes you and so do I. We’d like you to come with us. Work directly for the Ravons. We’ll pay you five pounds more than Dennis and you won’t have to beat up anyone.” I was not certain Tug would view this as an enticement, but I was improvising. He looked confused. I sweetened the pot. “You would be associate manager.”

At this Dennis let out a little cry and tried to pull away from me. I put my foot in front of his leg and tripped him. He went down on the carpet. I stepped on his back to keep him there.

I looked at Tug. It was impossible to read his face. He looked at Dennis, whimpering on the rug. Tug looked at me. He said, “Co-manager.”

I was not sure I had heard him right, but Dennis started to wiggle violently.

“Say that again, Tug.”

“I’m co-manager. With you. Equal partners.”

I said that would be fine. I took my foot off Dennis’s back and kept the knife, which I put in my pocket.

“Sorry, Dennis,” Tug said to the figure on the floor. “But it’s a chance for advancement.” He looked at the papers I had brought, scattered on the floor. He said to me, “You want me to make ’im sign ’em?”

I said that was okay, we could settle the details later. Neither Tug nor I showed each other our back as we moved toward the narrow office door. Tug took out a lavender handkerchief and passed it to Dennis, who pressed it to his bloody face as he climbed to his feet. You’d have thought this was the sort of thing that happened in that office every day. Tug said, “I’ll just pack up my things.”

Towsy slid back into his chair and regarded me from behind his desk, with blood running down his face.

He said, “The Ravons are finished anyway. If you had asked me nicely I would have given them to you.”

He looked ridiculous but I was impressed by his self-possession.


At noon on Saturday, the day after my battle with Dennis Towsy, the four Ravons and I arrived at a corner in Soho and tried to find the address of G. T. LaSalle, the rock and roll doctor from New Orleans.

“This is 22 Bricknell,” Charlie said, looking up at a cobbler’s shop. “And that is 26 Bricknell. I don’t see any 24B.”

“Let me see the card,” Simon said. “Look, this is Bricknell Lane. He’s on Bricknell Close.”

Fin bore down on his London A–Z and announced, “Bricknell Close is just around the corner. Try turning left at the end of the block.”

We did that and ended up on Bricknell Mews.

Emerson took the A–Z. “You’ve got it upside down. We need to go back down Curbisham Terrace. Bricknell Close is on the other side of these buildings.” Emerson was right. We found a row of carriage houses that looked like they had not been visited since Jack the Ripper was a boy and followed the numbers to 24B, which was a different sort of building, a tall and narrow red brick house with steep stone steps and an ornate black railing filled with little curlicues, cement flowers, and silhouettes of cats. Above the black double doors was the sculpted head of a Turk, with wide eyes, a mouth open in surprise, and a bulging turban.

“Looks like Screamin’ Jay Hawkins,” Charlie said of the Turk’s head as I read down the buzzers looking for LaSalle. I hit the button and the door clicked open. We entered the front hall facing a mahogany staircase, down which ran a frayed Indian stair rug. LaSalle appeared at the first landing and beckoned us to come up.

“Gentlemen!” he said. “So very nice to see you all. Welcome to my humble digs.”

We climbed the stairs and introduced Fin and Charlie. LaSalle was dressed impeccably in a dark purple suit with very thin red pinstripes, a red silk necktie with a thick knot, and violet slippers with gold buckles. I was again impressed by his height. The physical command he projected almost contradicted the dignity of his speech and the cultivated softness of his voice.

“Will you gentlemen have some tea?” We followed him into a parlor filled with Victorian furniture, cherubs and gargoyles carved into every table, chair, and cornice. There was a silver tea service and a tray with bread and jam. Charlie and Fin availed themselves.

“You look settled in,” I said to LaSalle. “Have you been here long?”

“Not as long as I would like,” he said, giving me an answer that contained no information.

Emerson nudged Simon and the two of them regarded the photos on the wall. LaSalle with three very young Beatles and their manager Brian Epstein in what must have been the Cavern Club. LaSalle with the teenage Rolling Stones. The rest of us saw Emerson and Simon staring and followed their eyes to the wall.

“Holy hell!” Charlie said, almost spilling his tea. “You know Elvis?”

There, between LaSalle with Buddy Holly and LaSalle with Frankie Lymon, was our host with the very young Elvis Presley and his Sun Records mates Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins. LaSalle’s hair was slicked back with pomade and his suit was a little less perfectly tailored, but otherwise he looked exactly the same as the figure in front of us.

“It was my great honor to meet the young Mr. Presley in Memphis in 1954,” LaSalle said. “And he remains today the same fine gentleman he was then.”

“His new records are crap,” Simon said.

“Perhaps he grew weary of the rigors of rock and roll,” LaSalle said with a smile. “We are fortunate to have young enthusiasts such as yourselves to take up the mantle.”

Charlie was bursting. “So, Mr. LaSalle, did you coach Elvis? Did you work with Buddy Holly? How do you know all these people?”

“I would not presume to call attention to my small contributions to someone as brilliant as Elvis Presley,” LaSalle said. “He would have done just fine without me.”

Even Simon was impressed by the wall of fame. There was Eddie Cochran, Ritchie Valens, and someone Emerson recognized as Johnny Ace. “Is that Sam Cooke?” Simon asked, pointing to a group shot of LaSalle with a party of happy men and women in a nightclub or restaurant.

“Sam and his brothers,” LaSalle said. “What a very talented family! And that boy Bobby Womack, why, he was almost like Sam’s adopted son. Wonderful people. I suppose it’s not bragging to say that when Sam got into a bit of trouble with some of the less enlightened representatives of southern law enforcement I was in the fortunate position of offering him some assistance.” LaSalle looked at the photo. “My goodness, he was a handsome man.”

LaSalle could at that moment have told the Ravons it would do their careers good to cut off their ears and they would have reached for the scissors. I was impressed, too, but I wished he would tell us what it was he actually did.

He led us into the next room, a dusty but elegant hall with high ceilings, tile floors, and long heavy curtains closing off most of the daylight from two tall windows. In front of a fireplace stood a piano, a small drum kit, three vintage amplifiers, three microphones on stands, and a variety of basses and guitars. LaSalle asked the Ravons if they would care to play him a couple of their songs.

The group looked like schoolboys called to the front of the class to recite. They did want to get a closer look at the instruments, which were rare American models coveted in London. They began fumbling and strumming and whispering to each other about the gear. LaSalle gestured for me to take a seat next to him on a crushed plush love seat facing the band. I sat and studied the room. There were hourglasses of every shape, size, and vintage on the mantel and shelves, even a huge glass the size of a barbell in the corner. Many had the sand running through them–LaSalle must have turned them over just as we arrived. I wondered if this was how he set the length of his tutorials.

The Ravons played a blues to each other as they got used to the borrowed guitars.

“My friends,” LaSalle said in a voice more like a schoolteacher’s than the southern butler he had been at the door, “whenever you are ready I would enjoy hearing one of your own songs. You are professional musicians, you should not be shy.”

The Ravons got ready to play. Emerson was at the center microphone, with Charlie at his right and Simon wandering way off to his left, testing the length of the cord that tethered his bass to its amplifier.

Charlie called for their first hit, a song called “Good-bye, Gwendolyn.” The boys performed it well, as they had hundreds of times before. LaSalle nodded and asked to hear another. They played one of Charlie’s, a ballad called “Tomorrow I’ll Be Going.” LaSalle asked for something new. They looked at each other and gave him a song I had never heard called “People Will Talk.”

Now LaSalle stood and walked up and down in front of the Ravons like a family doctor offering a diagnosis and prescription.

“You are very, very talented young men,” he said. “I must say, I was unprepared for the level of musical ingenuity I detect in your harmonies and chord structures. May I ask if one of you in particular arranges the songs?”

The Ravons shared quick glances and Charlie said, “We all toss our bits into the pot. Best idea wins.”

“A truly collaborative effort,” LaSalle said. “Impressive. Don’t lose that sense of commonality, gentlemen.” He raised his first finger to point at the ceiling. “This finger by itself is fragile . . .” He folded it into a fist, which he held up defiantly. “But in concert with its fellows it cannot be broken.”

Having fed them enough flattery, LaSalle changed tack and began to lecture: “Because you are all strong musical personalities with a surplus of ideas, you have a tendency to clutter your arrangements with unnecessary frills. Mr. Finnerty, you are a trained drummer, yes? You are not simply one of those children who banged on the pots and pans until his father gave him a pair of drumsticks. You read charts, you have studied the big bands, you are a professional.”
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