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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

127 Knightsbridge London SW1, whose fourth and top floor contains the offices of Penmar Enterprises (Management) Ltd, is not quite an empire, yet it is certainly true the PEM has a number of tentacles which cling tenaciously to such activities as artist representation, concert promotion, music publishing and recording, and its own record label.

Behind the reception area with its off-white rough-cast walls, burnished copper sculptures and polished rubber plants a suite of offices occupies the entire top floor, which may sound rather grander than what it actually is: two principal offices, with adjoining rooms for secretaries, comprise the total number, while the rest of the footage is taken up by a kitchen with a central circular hob unit and a bedroom with heavy velvet drapes shutting out the dust and clamour of Knightsbridge itself.

Everywhere the taste is subdued, almost spartan, which reflects the personality of the man whose ambition was responsible for the creation of PEM from obscure beginnings – obscure, at any rate, to those whose only contact with the organization is through the trade papers or the occasional glimpse of the initials in tiny print in the corner of a record album. Others possess more pieces of the puzzle, though none comprehends the whole; this is perhaps as good a reason as any to set down an account in full, to present ‘the complete and unexpurgated story’ as the popular press is fond of saying.

On a particular grey day in September, the traffic crawling in the streets below, snorting, ill-tempered, the receptionist with the silver claws makes the New York connection and puts the call through to the man seated at the low circular table with the surface of blue-smoked glass. The first observation you would most probably make of him is that his hands are pale, slender and curiously small. In his left hand the telephone receiver seems huge and cumbersome, as a normal-sized receiver would appear in the grip of a child. When he speaks you would notice the softness and sibilance of his voice, the consonants given a slithery quality between tongue and teeth. He uses short words, short sentences, and tends to listen rather than speak, as though speech were at a premium. Everything is quite spare, nothing is wasted.

When the call is finished he looks at his watch and asks his secretary (a beautiful girl with Home Counties’ accent) to inquire if there is likely to be any delay to the flight he will be taking at midday; she has already done so, which is one of the reasons he pays her a high salary plus a clothing allowance. Now he has a clear hour before leaving for the airport. There is nothing else to do, no business to conduct, so he sits alone in the office and awaits the passage of time.

‘The taxi is here,’ Miss Nicholson, his beautiful and efficient secretary, says over the intercom.

‘Is the contract ready?’

‘On my desk. Shall I bring it in?’

He walks through to her office and picks up the contract, relishing the feel of the thick blue vellum-paper on which the block of electric type is set with perfect symmetry. He takes the contract and puts it in his black pigskin attaché case with its iridium-steel clasps.

‘You have my New York number.’

‘212-867 3991,’ says Miss Nicholson, only briefly averting her cool blue eyes to the loose-leaf address book lying open at the letter M. When he is away she runs the office with flawless efficiency.

‘Good luck,’ she murmurs, smiling with her mouth.

‘I should, all being well, be back on Friday. Don’t erase the tape in my office.’

‘Of course not,’ as if such a thought would enter her head. She smiles again with equal warmth, or lack of it, and he is about to go down to the taxi when the telephone rings. He takes the instrument from her and listens, saying after a while, ‘What do you expect me to do about it. I have already told you, it’s none of my concern.’

A tremendous weariness descends and he closes his eyes as though this might silence the voice on the other end of the line; but the voice goes insistently on. ‘I can’t,’ he says shortly. ‘I have to leave. The taxi’s waiting.’ He gives the receiver to Miss Nicholson, who replaces it. ‘If she calls again I am unavailable. I don’t want her to have my New York number.’

The taxi is waiting at the kerb under the drab unmoving sky, its engine rattling the bonnet. A chink in the traffic allows it to cross the broad thoroughfare and the driver wrestles with the wheel, heading west.

It should be pleasurable at such moments – it should be pleasant and peaceful to sit back and recall the slow cumulation of events which have led to the realization of boyhood dreams. Most people are not able to achieve them, he is well aware, because they are indolent and slothful in their ways. They are ignorant of the law which says that anything not done today will not be done at all; therefore they live their lives in blind piggish frustration. He feels neither guilt nor remorse about the past, not for a single act, because what he has gained has been won through sacrifice and at the risk of disturbing an already sensitive mental and emotional balance.

The taxi jerks and honks its way towards Terminal 3, a vast amphitheatre of a building with a matt composition floor scuffed with the marks of rubber trolley wheels and scurrying feet. The atmosphere is suffused with the feeling of people going somewhere: for just a little while, he thinks, their lives have meaning. Sitting in a contoured foam-rubber chair he passes unnoticed in the general mêlée. The music papers bore him with their manufactured chit-chat, so instead he turns gratefully to a feature in Rolling Stone which explodes the multi-million-dollar myth that beings resembling gods once strode upon the planet Earth. This passes the waiting until it is time to board Flight BA 073 at Gate Four. He picks up the black pigskin attaché case and walks with small precise steps towards the barrier and soon is lost, totally lost, in the converging stream.


CHAPTER TWO

Ric Beckett was rather effeminate in his ways but the girls couldn’t resist him. He stood pressing the young girl against the wall of the passage which led from the main hall of Hanlan’s Drop Forgings’ Social Club to the warren of bare rooms at the back where the group had been told to change; where there were no washing facilities and only one toilet, which was blocked. Ric didn’t have time to mess about: he put both hands on the girl’s small fatty breasts and she said ‘Ric’ in a coy, whining sort of voice which he recognized of old as the last line of token resistance.

He said: ‘You’re not going straight home after the show.’

The girl shook her head, the whites of her eyes upturned towards him. She thought him fantastically good-looking, not that that really mattered. He was bass guitarist in a group.

‘We’ll have a drink when that lot out there have gone. Then you can come back to the van.’

The girl twitched. ‘With all of you?’

‘Why not? You and me can go in the back, move the amps to one side and have it off.’

‘Ric?’ the girl said, pushing him away with her little chubby paws. She was fifteen and still covered in puppy fat. Ric didn’t even know her name. She was the second girl he’d chatted up that evening. After they’d arrived and set up the gear he had gone to the bar for a quick pint and there, waiting on, had been Jean, a tall languid girl with a long white neck and teeth that protruded slightly, the front two marked with lipstick. Ric had made an arrangement of sorts; it didn’t matter that there might be a small matter of duplication, because after all two birds in the hand were worth one in the bush. He could quite easily kick the less fancied one into touch.

The passage was dimly lit with hanging yellow bulbs. The MC appeared and squeezed past, saying, ‘You’re on in five minutes.’ He didn’t move away immediately and Ric said out of the corner of his mouth, ‘Are you going to stay and watch?’ The little weenie blushed and rubbed her chubby bottom against the wall.

From the stage came the sound of a soprano winding up her act. She was making a valiant attempt at I Who Have Nothing, which the group thought was an appropriate sentiment. The crowd liked her and applauded enthusiastically as the final wobbling note died away: it was Friday night and after a week making drop forgings, and with several pints of Brew Ten inside them, they were willing to applaud anything that moved or uttered a sound.

Ric leaned against the chubby girl in a smouldering embrace, getting a smell of it before he went onstage. He was tall – over six feet – with dark hair blow-waved back from a centre-parting and with mad blue eyes which contained all the desperation of the twenty-five-year-old professional womanizer. He flicked out his long pointed tongue and licked the tip of her nose, which was down there somewhere at chest level. She melted instantly and strained upwards in her platform shoes to kiss him, an eager yet amateurish splodge that left saliva on his chin. He whispered something in her ear and she thumped his chest and said, ‘Ric!’

Johnnie Tate, the drummer, said from a doorway at the end of the passage: ‘We’re being announced.’

There was just time for a quick pee in the blocked lavatory, a final glance and touch of the spray in the mirror, and the group went up the L-shaped stairs in their high-heeled shoes, clattering on to the tiny stage with the glare of four spots in their eyes. The audience clapped politely, never having heard of The Black Knights, and settled back amidst the tables swimming with beer and speckled with cigarette-ash. They were Waiting To Be Entertained.

For this kind of venue the group dropped the heavy stuff and gave the crowds what it recognized and wanted: three or four tame popular songs from the fifties and sixties, a medley of Four Seasons’ hits, and then three numbers from the current top twenty. To round off the act they did a close harmony version of ‘Summertime’ which was so bad as to be embarrassing and which the semi-drunken crowd swayed and sang to and shouted for more. As an encore, Ian Dyson, the lead singer, signalled the others to go straight into ‘That’ll Be The Day’. This got the kids on their feet and jigging about so that the group could escape and leave the DJ with the bow tie and waxen grin to carry on with the evening’s entertainment.

It was nothing more nor less than a typical one-night-stand in a nonentity of a social club in the back of beyond. It was bread and butter: forty-five quid shared amongst the five of them with a cut for the manager and a further ten per cent sliced off the top as the booking agent’s fee. This double commission never failed to annoy Ian Dyson, who waited impatiently for the manager to come backstage. He slapped lard on his face to remove the pancake make-up and wiped the mess off with toilet tissue.

‘Why do we pay him?’ he asked nobody in particular, his long handsome face twisted and sour with irritation. ‘He just sits on his arse all day.’

‘He got us three weeks at Southport,’ Johnnie Tate said, slipping his stage suit on its plastic hanger into a polythene cover. Johnnie Tate was small and square, with tremendous shoulders: the kind of person you would have picked to be on your side in a fight.

‘Last summer,’ Dave Smith said dryly. He wore spectacles with tinted lenses; he looked in the mirror and arranged his hair carefully. He was frightened that he was going bald and regularly sent off for miracle cures and wrote for advice to hair clinics.

‘What do you reckon?’ Ian Dyson asked Ric. Ric was putting on aftershave, a vacant look in his eyes. ‘What about?’ he said.

‘He’s thinking about his little fat girl,’ Johnnie Tate said.

‘She isn’t fat,’ Ric said.

‘She isn’t a day over fourteen,’ the drummer said.

‘Who’s this?’ Ian Dyson, known as Dice, said, throwing the greasy ball of toilet tissue into the corner where it lodged behind the central heating pipes. ‘Are you at it again you dirty beast?’

The atmosphere in the small room was humid and sweat-ridden, tainted with the smells of other people who had passed through on their way to oblivion. On the wall, a varied collection of publicity photographs of artists and groups who had appeared at the club, some of them autographed, others embellished with obscene words and drawings. In each photograph the smiles were fixed and vivid, frozen into place with hair lacquer, a gallery of hopefuls and has-beens smiling eternally from one grey wall to the other: singers, comics, mind readers, jugglers, specialty acts with balloons, Alsatians, two dozen plastic tumblers.

Ric said: ‘Do you fancy the one behind the bar, Dice, the one with love-bites on her neck?’

‘You’re not sleeping next to me if you go with her,’ Johnnie Tate said, only half joking. ‘You’ll catch a dose just holding hands.’

‘No worse than the one he had last week,’ Dave Smith said, arranging strands of hair in the mirror.

‘Christ, what a slag she was,’ Dice said reflectively, staring into space. Sometimes, after the show, he had to have a woman, it didn’t matter who it was or what she looked like. It was simply a matter of easing the flow of adrenalin and getting the dirty water off his chest.

‘Well,’ Ric said, ‘do you want her?’

Dice didn’t want her. If he needed a woman he could get one easily enough. His long face slanted from high cheekbones along the flat planes of his cheeks to a chin that romantic novelists call ‘chiselled’; and he had contemptuous eyes. Some of the others were wary of him, uncertain how to handle his moods. Andy Jardine especially was on edge with Dice Dyson, not understanding him. They had tried to write songs together but there was something beneath the surface, an unpleasant grating quality, that stunted communication between them.

From the doorway Jeff Tarne, the manager, said: ‘They like you. They want you back. Well done guys.’

‘Thanks but no thanks,’ Dave Smith said, still looking in the mirror and touching the top of his head gingerly with his finger-tips.

‘What’s the matter?’ Jeff (who liked people to call him Jay) Tarne asked, sensing the mood of disenchantment. He smiled his confident manager’s smile and again: ‘What’s the matter?’

‘You’re fired,’ Ric said, polishing his shoes.

Jay Tarne didn’t know whether or not to take this as a joke; Ric Beckett said all kinds of things and you never knew when he was being serious. The smile on the manager’s face, partly obscured by the dark moustache, didn’t waver but his eyes were suddenly watchful and unsure.

He said: ‘You went down great, I mean it. They’re all saying out front you’re the best group they’ve seen this year. Hell, it’s not bad, forty-five for a fifty-minute set.’

‘Yeh, easy wasn’t it?’ Dice said.

‘Come on now, cut it out,’ Jay Tarne said. ‘Are we going to have all this stuff about rip-off managers—’

‘And booking agents,’ Dave Smith said.

Jay Tarne spread his hands, palms uppermost, in a gesture of appeal. ‘What do you expect,’ he said, ‘if you want the work? I don’t like using agencies any more than you do.’

‘Give us a fag, Jay,’ Ric said, standing up.

The manager gave him a cigarette, ‘but what’s the alternative?’

‘I don’t think we should discuss it now,’ Andy Jardine said.

Dice was suddenly angry. If any of the others had said the same thing he would have let it pass, but Andy could hardly say two words without causing a surge of annoyance to rise in his throat. Jay Tarne wisely kept quiet.

‘You girls fight about it. I’m going to the bar,’ Ric said.

‘What about the gear?’ Johnnie Tate called after him, but Ric had gone. Without his help the rest of them carried the instruments and equipment from the stage and stowed them in the van. It was past midnight when they had finished. Jay Tarne said he was driving back to Manchester and couldn’t stay for a drink. Before he left he told them of a three-night booking at the Penthouse Club in Scarborough starting the week after next.

‘What kind of place is it?’ Dice asked him. ‘Not another Bailey’s?’

Jay Tarne was reassuring. ‘You can do all your own stuff. They have some good bands and it’s a young crowd, not a load of geriatrics like this place.’

‘How much?’

‘One-twenty. And I might be able to get you a spot on local radio. They do a lunch-time chat show.’ He put his arm around Dice’s shoulders and hugged him. ‘See you next week.’

‘All right, you rip-off bastard.’

Jay Tarne laughed. He was easier now, though Dice’s occasional spasms of black anger always alarmed him. But all groups went through the same cycle of relative calm broken by irrational bursts of frustration and arguments that never got anywhere. It was the result of temperament and the kind of life they led. In any case he had them under a pretty secure contract.

The club had a licence until one o’clock so there was time to have a drink and unwind before the long drive back. The four sitting together were an obvious attraction for the unattached girls drifting like phantoms through the thick cigarette smoke. The club was strictly working class and most of the girls were scrubbers with hard faces, built-up hair-dos and cheap perfume. They either worked in the offices of Hanlan’s Drop Forgings or were the daughters of the men on the shopfloor. This was their Big Night Out.

Two of them approached the table and stood awkwardly, chewing gum and leaning their hips against backs of chairs while the group signed autographs.

‘We’ve never heard of you before,’ said one of them, her jaws moving in a ceaseless rhythm.

‘What a coincidence,’ Dice said. ‘I’ve never heard of you.’

The girl looked at her friend, furrowing her brow and pulling her mouth down at the corners. Because he had said it with a perfectly straight face she couldn’t work out whether he meant it or was trying to be funny.

‘Have you made any records?’ the other girl said; her eyelashes were matted with mascara, as though two sooty spiders had settled in her eye-sockets.

Dave Smith nodded.

‘Have you honest?’ the first girl said.

‘I’ve never heard of any records by The Black Knights,’ the girl with the mascara spiders said.

‘You’ve heard of The Who,’ Johnnie Tate said.

‘You’re not The Who,’ the first girl said scornfully.

‘We did all their backing tracks.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The instrument part,’ Dave Smith said. ‘We played the instruments on a backing track and The Who added their voices on top. All the groups do it.’

‘Do they?’

‘They can’t really play their instruments, all these groups in the charts, I thought you knew that.’

‘No,’ the first girl said, the movement of her jaws slackening. ‘I never did.’

Andy Jardine turned his face away to hide a smile. He didn’t find it easy to talk to people, or to chat up girls, but it was comforting to be included in a small crowd and sharing a joke – always providing it was innocent and harmless. He didn’t like it when Dice became cruel and vindictive and went out of his way to hurt people. He had seen Dice deliberately antagonize young girls, insult them to the point of tears. But Dice wasn’t sufficiently interested in these two even to insult them, and eventually they drifted away.

They ordered some more drinks.

‘I hope he’s not bringing her back with us,’ Dave Smith said, referring to Ric and the squat weenybopper.

‘No chance,’ Johnnie Tate said. He yawned and stretched his heavy arms and thick-set shoulders, the joints cracking. He had a broad flat face with a permanent five o’clock shadow; his hair was jet-black and his eyebrows were joined together in the middle. Someone had jokingly called him – just once – Neanderthal Man.

A girl in her teens came up to the table and asked Dice for his autograph. She was slim and pretty, with thin pale arms and pointed green fingernails, and she was slightly drunk. They invited her to sit down and Dave Smith fetched her a drink. The girl said her name was Lynn and she drank two vodka and limes in rapid succession. The four lads looked at one another.

‘Where’s the boyfriend?’ Dave Smith asked.

‘Was in a group,’ the girl said with slurred speech.

‘What group was that?’

‘Local group. Drummer in it,’ Lynn said, reaching for her glass and almost upsetting it. Andy Jardine reached out quickly to steady her hand.

He said: ‘What happened?’

‘Got kicked out. Didn’t want him.’

‘Wasn’t he any good?’

The girl shrugged her pale narrow shoulders and looked at Dice. ‘Have you got a girlfriend?’ she asked, trying to focus.

Dice stared at her for a long moment, his eyes never wavering, and said, slowly and deliberately. ‘A dozen. Give or take a couple.’

‘Oh,’ Lynn said haughtily, her head wobbling. ‘Get you.’

‘Maybe you will,’ Dice said, ‘if you’re lucky.’

They bought her another drink and she told them her life story, which she made sound very sad; it was maudlin and full of self-pity.

‘Another fucked-up young lady,’ Johnnie Tate said unemotionally. He raised his eyebrows at the others as much as if to say: should we or shouldn’t we?

Andy Jardine said: ‘Where’s Ric?’

They looked round the half-empty room but he had disappeared, taking the little chubby girl with him. The barmaid, Jean, came round mopping the tables and Dave Smith said, ‘Come on, let’s go. He knows where to find us.’

They went out through the fire-escape door behind the stage and helped Lynn into the back seat of the van. Dice sat beside her and the others sat in front with Johnnie Tate at the wheel.

‘Hands up all those who want me to take my clothes off,’ Lynn said unsteadily from the back seat.

Everybody put their hands up.
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