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A Friday afternoon in late June, 1976.

Later the same day.

About the same time.

About the same time.

Later the same night.

The following Friday evening.

About an hour later.

Very early Saturday morning in Nice; Oxford, spring 1951

About six hours later.

The same Saturday afternoon.

Saturday evening.

Slightly earlier the same evening.

Sunday.

Sunday evening.

Monday.

Monday evening.

Monday evening.

Monday evening.

Later the same evening.

Tuesday.

About an hour later.

About three hours later.

Early Wednesday morning.

About seven hours later.

Ten minutes later.

Seven hours later.

About the same time.

Thursday.

Four hours later.

Ten minutes later in Paris, and Friday morning in Nice

Fifteen minutes later.

Saturday.

About seven hours later.

Sunday.

Monday.

Ten minutes later.

About the same time.

A few minutes later.

About the same time.

Thirty seconds later.

The next evening.

Two days later.


A Friday afternoon in late June, 1976.

London

When we music industry journalists play the game of ‘Which star kept you waiting longest?’ the name of Lee Jones does tend to come up. So when I am summoned to the artfully dark lobby of his hotel for 3 p.m., I do not expect to be shown into the actual Presence until at least four. But no matter, I am well prepared, with a full packet of Slim Kings and the latest Ed McBain in my handbag. I have barely ignited my first cigarette, however, when a rather vampiric flunkey looms out of those expensive shadows.

‘Abigail?’ he says. ‘You can go right up. Lee’s in room 513.’

‘Is he alone?’ I crassly blurt.

‘Afraid not, love,’ the flunkey replies, apparently genuinely apologetic.

Ascending in the lift, I speculate on the extent to which Lee will not be alone. My best guess is that there might be two or three personal assistants in room 513 – the door of which is opened by a mysterious hand – but it gradually becomes evident, as I step inside, that this is a suite rather than a room, and that at least six discrete – and very discreet – individuals are bustling about in service of their master. Nobody seems to mind my presence, even as I begin taking notes.

By accident or design, the vibe of 513 is very much that of the last two Picture Show album sleeves: Deco filtered through a pop prism. The severity of the parquet floor and chestnut leather armchairs is offset by more emollient offerings, in the form of white shag rugs and animal-print throws. It is an exceptionally hot afternoon, but heavy white curtains baffle the sunlight. A telephone enthroned on a yellow chaise longue is – and has been – ringing, seemingly to prove the importance of the flunkeys’ mission, because none of them is answering it.

The focus of their labour is not Lee Jones himself who – as I overhear from reverential whispers – is currently ‘bathing’ (as opposed to ‘having a bath’, which is what the rest of us do). Rather, the flunkeys are preparing the clothes he will be inhabiting this Saturday evening. The principal garment is an outrageously green suit, and I am permitted to watch as it is carried out of the dressing room and laid on one side of the huge double bed. Another flunkey bears the shirt – white with black buttons – which is delicately placed on top, the wings of its collar aspiring to the incredible width of the jacket lapels. The suggestion is of an extreme hipster – a small one – who has been flattened by a steam roller. The eyes of the wearer are then denoted by a pair of unearthly green sunglasses which are carefully propped on the pillow. Finally our hero’s shoes are brought out by a functionary who is buffing them with a blurred brush. The polish is either magical or simply neutral, because these shoes have two colours: white with tan spats, 1920s style. They are placed at the foot of the bed, and – the ensemble complete – the footwear flunkey nods his head in genuflection before retreating.

Suddenly, the man foreordained to inhabit this ensemble is alongside me, in white towelling bathrobe (as opposed to a dressing gown), and it seems the blurting mood is still upon me, for I respond to his shy, questioning smile with, ‘You’ve gone blonde!’

‘I can see the horror in your eyes,’ he says, in his precise, ever so slightly camp way, ‘but I assure you it’s temporary.’

‘You mean?’

‘Only a rinse, dear,’ he clarifies.

But there never was any horror, of course, Lee Jones being such a very perfect little unit. It is a curious fact that many big music stars are extremely small, and it is said that Lee’s ‘good mate’ Marc Bolan (five foot seven) calls him ‘titch’.

He picks a silver box off the bedside table and offers me a cigarette. I decline, and Lee himself mutters that he is trying to give up, which is a shame, since the clothes awaiting him seem to demand a cigarette in a holder.

‘The suit,’ I say, pointing at the bed, ‘it’s a Tommy Nutter, right?’

Lee frowns somewhat, before relenting with a smile: ‘The maker of the suit is, shall we say, sub judice?’

(One of the flunkeys will later confide: ‘It’s an Edward Sexton, but that’s off the record, love. You’re allowed to say the shoes are Anello & Davide.’)

‘Come over to the window,’ Lee says. He pulls back the heavy, expensive curtain, and I am somehow shocked at the sunniness of London.

‘What are we looking at?’ I ask.

‘East Marylebone, shall we say?’ (He knows we mustn’t disclose the precise location of the hotel, or he will be besieged by worshippers of both sexes.) ‘But what we’re really seeing is the start of summer.’

As I look down, his meaning is obvious. Summer is latent in the exuberant redness of the red buses, the way people leap – almost bounding – on and off them, the joyous greetings on street corners, the bustle of the café terrace opposite. Even the Wimpy Bar on the corner looks festive.

‘They say it’s going to be a hot one,’ Lee says.

I risk a satirical note: ‘You’re going to be needing a lot of sunglasses!’

Much to my relief, he smiles. ‘Look at those nice ladies on the traffic island. Watch how they walk.’

They are tottering across the road in their slung-back platforms.

‘I don’t understand how they manage it,’ Lee continues, ‘in those elevator shoes. Somebody should take a slow-mo film of it to find out – like those photos the Victorians took of horses running. Sorry. The things I come out with!’

Pre-eminent among the things Lee Jones has ‘come out with’ are the brilliant songs he wrote for his group, Picture Show, showcased to best effect on the classic album, The Picture Show, which was the soundtrack of ’71 with its admixture of summery pop with sinister undertow. The follow-up has been long awaited, and the rumour was that it would be out this year. But it seems pop music in 1976 will not be dominated by that latest work of Lee Jones, but rather by talk of his retirement. Or something like it, because it appears that Lee does have a new project ‘of a somewhat different kind’ in preparation. He calls it a programme, but it is certainly nothing as everyday as a TV programme. He has agreed to discuss it ‘in general terms’ (whatever that means). Meanwhile I find myself identifying strongly with the eponymous character in Lee’s biggest smash, ‘Perplexity Jane’.


Her questions come – they are too many

Answers? ’fraid she won’t get any

I’m only a man, not so deep

But there are secrets I must keep

He is still looking down on the busy street.

‘Are you really retiring, Lee?’

The phone is ringing again. He turns slowly towards me, and I am favoured with one of his trademark …



The phone did ring, causing the journalist – who was called Abigail – to disappear. That was something she would tend to do, being entirely imaginary. In the same moment, the grandeur of the room diminished somewhat; but not completely. ‘Glam meets Deco’ about covered it. It was a two-room flat, but a big one. The kitchen was bit less high-end than the main room (and a bit more Conran Shop), but Lee hardly ever used the kitchen. The fridge contained some milk; also some Cokes for his cognac and Cokes. On the breakfast bar was a packet of Alpen and a jar of Spangles (‘Old English’ type), Lee’s favourite sweets which he liked to decant into the jar, and which he sucked in lieu of killing himself with cigarettes. (You probably could kill yourself with Old English Spangles, but it would be a very long-term project indeed.)

On the bed lay the suit and the sunglasses, ready for occupation. Abigail had not mentioned two items lying alongside. First, a soft silk cap à la Robert Redford in The Great Gatsby. It was a stylish item but the important thing was that it could be carried in his pocket, and when he put it on, it would obscure the magnificence of his hair. There was also something Lee called ‘the folder’, which was neither a garment nor an item of stationery. It was made of seasoned oak and tempered steel. Lee avoided the obvious word for this article, it being rather brutal and unartistic. He had replaced other words he didn’t care for with ‘partner’, ‘the programme’, ‘bringing into the programme’ and of course ‘trademark’.

The light in the room was now inflected with the decadent, dark gold tone of Friday evening … and the phone really was ringing. Lee watched it doing so. This would be Geoff, wanting to go for a drink, which would turn into maudlin reminiscence about their Picture Show days. Geoff never seemed to realise that one album, two singles and no hits (dear, imaginary Abi tended to over-estimate their success) did not amount to the kind of achievement Lee cared to recall.

Rather than picking up the phone, Lee picked the phone up – still ringing – and put it on the bed. He liked things better when they were on the bed. He put the sunglasses on – they were Vuarnets – and scrutinised himself in the long mirror. Looking good.

He let the bathrobe fall, and then he looked even better. He lay down on the bed next to the phone, contemplating it as though it were a lover he might or might not take an interest in. Eventually, he picked up the receiver, and he could hear Geoff’s voice even before he put the thing to his ear.

‘Lee? It’s Geoff. What are you up to?’

‘I’m extremely busy.’

‘I was wondering if you wanted to come up to Dingwalls? See Nils Lofgren? I’m doing a review for Sounds. I’ve got two comps.’

A review for Sounds – that’d be good for about five quid maximum.

‘Like I said, Geoffrey, I’m busy.’

Geoff was speaking again, but Lee wasn’t listening. He was thinking about Geoff’s old lady, a small very determined person called Pam, whom he didn’t love and who loved Lee, much as Geoff himself did. Amusingly, Pam was into do-it-yourself but she didn’t do it herself: Geoff did it. So he was forever unpacking flatpack furniture at her behest, blocking up fireplaces, or building car ports for his rusty Hillman Imp.

Geoff was a now a full-time journalist. Even while Picture Show was extant, he’d done shifts on newspapers. He was a sub-editor, which was the journalistic equivalent of what he’d done as a musician: playing bass. A bassist, like a sub-editor, was a backroom functionary. Geoff’s principal meal ticket was some dowdy little organ that was produced in Fleet Street, only for the entire run to be put on northbound trains then dumped on the doormats of wheezing Scottish grannies. The Sunday Recorder it was called – something like that.

Geoff was saying, ‘You say you’re busy, man, but with what? I thought you were a gentleman of leisure these days.’

‘If you must know, I’m trying on sunglasses.’

‘Well, that’s not going to take all night, even for you.’

Lee sighed.

‘You had on quite a cool pair last Christmas in the French pub,’ said Geoff, trying to claw his way back into favour.

After five years away, Lee had returned to London last Christmas.

‘Pam thought they were cool anyway,’ Geoff was saying. ‘She told me that only you could get away with wearing sunglasses at five o’clock on Christmas Eve.’

‘There was a very low sun.’

‘Yeah? She thought they were Vuarnets, a French classic; said you were on a kind of Alain Delon trip, with your hair dyed black, and that gangster Crombie with the velvet lapels.’

‘Did she? Well, you can tell Pam that I never try to look like anyone but myself.’

‘Listen, I could pop round and see you on my way to the gig. Bring a bottle of wine?’

Lee pictured Geoff spilling cigarette ash on his grubby loon pants, and – more importantly – on Lee’s new sofa. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘I’m very curious about this new place of yours,’ Geoff was saying. ‘What’s it like?’

Geoff was fascinated by Lee’s money, which annoyed Lee because there wasn’t as much of it as Geoff thought.

‘Small,’ said Lee. ‘But then there’s only one of me.’

‘That’s the understatement of the year. I’ll call you in a few days, OK?’

‘Fine, but I can’t guarantee to be free.’

Geoff was still protesting as Lee put down the phone. It was as if they were a pair of squabbling fifteen-year-olds instead of being dangerously close to forty. Even by Geoff’s standards, it had been a tiresome call. For one thing, Lee was now going to have to replace the Vuarnets. He stood, and walked to the window, carrying the phone. He liked carrying the phone even when he wasn’t speaking into it. He would flip the cord in a negligent way he’d learnt from films, like a laid-back cowboy with a lasso.

He looked down at all the milling men and women, animated by sunshine and thoughts of the weekend, such modest blessings. But if any one of them looked up now, they’d be in for a real treat, given what he was – or was not – wearing. Lee was almost certain that every single one of those people down below had failed to notice the release of The Picture Show five years ago. They had just carried on with their lives as normal. But they would not be carrying on as normal after tonight, because he would be amongst them in a way he couldn’t help thinking rather god-like. Put it like this: he had solved the problem of not being able to be everywhere at once, and it was for their own good, because the thing would bring them realisation: insight into their fellow humans. He would bring them realisation through the programme, and the programme would be starting tonight.


Later the same day.

Paris

At 7 p.m. Bertrand, the keeper of the newspaper kiosk off Boulevard Saint-Michel, reached down behind his counter for two copies of The Times. Handing them over to Charles, he said ‘Times two!’ He’d said that six days a week (The Times not appearing on Sundays) for twenty-five years. Otherwise he and Charles Underhill conversed in French.

Bertrand had never asked why Charles collected his paper in the evening rather than the morning, when the news would be fresher. But perhaps he’d worked out the answer for himself, which was that Charles wanted to avoid the world, and news that appeared disturbing at seven in the morning might have ceased to be so by seven at night. Charles had the same theory about letters, and he carried in his pocket one of the morning’s arrivals, to be opened shortly.

He walked around the corner, to the Tabac au Bon Vin. Mme Bonnet poured his petite Muscadet as soon as she saw him, but first Charles collected his four cigarettes from her husband at the tobacco counter. M. Bonnet – like Bertrand at the kiosk – was humorous, so he held out two cigarettes in each hand, pointing them towards Charles like a gunslinger of the Old West holding two pistols. It had taken Charles ten years to interpret the gesture, but it didn’t matter because he’d always laughed anyway.

As he collected the cigarettes – Gauloises – Charles saw himself being stared at by a young man at the bar. Yes, this must all seem very stilted and peculiar, Charles thought, as he moved into position to drink his wine. Now that it was coming up to the twenty-fifth anniversary, he had been rather reviewing his Parisian life, and it seemed stilted and peculiar even to him. In Britain, for instance, the newspaper and the cigarettes would be sold in the same shop. But Charles believed the formalities imposed on him by the French might just have saved both his sanity (insofar as he was sane) and his life.

The kid was semi-attractive in an agitating way: good figure, and good black hair worn long. Bad skin though. He looked uncomfortable in cowboy boots and heavy denims that would surely become untenable as summer progressed. He was smoking English cigarettes: fancy, pretentious ones in a red packet. The really irritating thing was that he was making notes with a biro in a little bent notebook, while frequently glancing at Charles. His wine glass was empty, so perhaps he’d be leaving soon. But he was now raising a finger to summon Mme Bonnet. ‘Un autre,’ he said. He was English all right, and his accent was appalling. Another sidelong glance at Charles was now being followed by another note. This was invasion of privacy, and the youth’s eyes – dark blue, clashing with his skin – had an X-ray quality. It was the eyes the women would like (if they liked anything about him) but Charles had had enough of them, so he drained his glass.

Crossing the road to the Jardin du Luxembourg, he regretted having left the Bonnets so quickly, and without explaining that he wouldn’t be in next week. But the Jardin was having its soothing effect. Lingering sunlight; the French, poised and posed along the avenues of chestnut trees, with patrolling gendarmes on hand to ensure everything fell into line aesthetically. Charles took his usual place on one of the grey steel chairs near the pond. He liked to pick one aligned to the central fountain.

The chair was slightly tilted back in a way that encouraged contemplative smoking. Two of the four cigarettes in his shirt pocket were for him, two were for Syl. He lit the first of his. The second he would smoke in the flat along with Syl, who smoked both of hers there – in the living room in winter, on the balcony in summer. Blowing smoke, he was thinking of the Riviera. Tomorrow, as always in June, he would be making his excursion to Nice. Paris was safe, and Nice was perhaps not, but the holiday did him good, as even Syl – who begrudged being left behind – acknowledged. When the cigarette was finished, and not before, he took the letter from his shirt pocket. He had not been able to read the smudged postmark and still could not make it out, except that it was from the place he had fled a quarter of a century ago: Grande Bretagne.

He ripped open the envelope and stared at the postcard within. Looking up from it, he surveyed the Jardin and the sauntering French. He looked again at the postcard. Here in his hand was almost exactly what he didn’t want to see.

It was a little black and white card, marked in the top left Oxford, The River, and showing a boat full of university rowers. The image was faded – impossible to tell whether it was a blurred aerial photograph or an etching. The rowers – an ‘eight’ – looked small from the high vantage point, and very vulnerable. Their oars were like the legs of those delicate insects that live a tenuous life on the surface of the water, until swallowed by some monster from below. There was no message on the back, and the implications were making his heart beat faster, like a car engine that surprisingly fired up after twenty-five years in storage. It must be from Patrick Price.

… Dr Patrick Price, the loud-but-unfathomable American postgraduate student – mathematician and musician – who had lived below him in college. A dozen or so people might have guessed what Charles had done in 1951. But if anyone knew for sure it was Pat Price, and he was one of the few people from Oxford days who knew where Charles lived.

Ten years into his exile, Charles had bumped into Price on the Rue de Rivoli. It had been a dark rainy afternoon, and they’d been crossing the road in opposite directions. Price had a meek young man in tow; Charles was with Syl. ‘This is my mother,’ Charles had said, and Price had kissed Syl’s hand when they reached the pavement. He was wearing the fawn mac he had always sported in college, while booming away in the dinner queue. (‘Charles,’ he would shout, ‘I want to buy some drugs! Can I see you later?’ It was his idea of satire, and a bit too close to home, since Charles did have access to a supply of Benzedrine inhalers, any one of which would keep you awake all night, if you sucked the cotton wadding inside.)

Price was fatter, Charles had thought, so that he now resembled a badly wrapped parcel. He introduced the boy: Charles didn’t catch the name. ‘He’s an organist,’ Price had said, ‘but then aren’t we all?’ Syl had laughed at that. She liked the larger-than-life type of homosexuals because they were somehow safe: a known quantity. Charles had surmised that Price probably wasn’t fucking the boy – not his type. It was said he was into rough stuff and would take the late train from Oxford to London to find it. Price was a good part-time musician, and he and the boy would no doubt be playing some concert in Paris. Charles didn’t stick around long enough to be invited. But he’d let slip his postal address.

It hadn’t seemed to matter though. There had only been one letter from Price in the fifteen years since, excluding the card in Charles’s hand. It had come a couple of years after that rainswept encounter. Price would be in Paris again. Might they have lunch? Charles had written back immediately, lying his way out of it. He squinted again at the postmark. Yes, he thought he could make out Oxford. Pat Price still lived there as far as he knew, an eternal student or quasi-don.

It was now quite impossible to concentrate on The Times. A walk might help, so Charles took the long route back to the flat, winding through the sixth arrondissement with the sun fusing into a golden ball over Montparnasse. This was l’heure agréable on the crowded café terraces. For those drinkers and diners life was – he assumed – full of potentiality. Charles had had no potentiality but he did have his annual holiday in Nice, which suddenly seemed a safer haven than Paris.

On Place de l’Odéon, he dropped the card into a bin. It was necessary to get this day over with and be on the train to Nice. No postcard could find him there. He cut along the diagonal of Rue Monsieur-le-Prince, aborting the long route.
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