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_____________________________________________________

THE DUSTBIN-CLUTTERED BACK YARD, DARK AND WINTER-COLD, welcomed me with open lids, allowed me to be ill in it, bore with fortitude the merry shrieking noise that spilled out into it from three floors up. The keen air scythed into my lungs, refrigerating my head from the inside, cleared the fumes and double vision, settled the stomach. 

I was ready for a refill. 

Beaming cautiously, I nipped back up to the Earl’s Court flat that throbbed with weaving bodies and thundering music. The Four Letters were climbing the Hit Parade for the first time and were hurling a party to see how many extra birds they could get. I gaped on the scene with now morning-fresh eyes, seeing the famous spotty faces contorted in laughter or deep-thought, wallowing in the waves of tiny skirts and skin-tight pants whose occupants – or most of them – clung to all things male as the music slammed out to conquer conversation. The record by the Four Letters, I noticed, got a good airing every other time or so. I knew the words backwards now – those I could decipher.

As a lowly photographer freelancing it and avoiding taxes because I wasn't making enough money to pay any, my only connection with these people was that I took photos for the ‘Teenbeat’ magazine during the television pop shows, so some of them knew me by sight, vaguely. Maybe I looked the part a bit – at twenty-three years old my hair was only a shade shorter than theirs, and my brown eyes contained a haunting sensuality equal to any of their mid-song television gazes that set the kids a-screaming. Or so, in drunken moments, I’ve modestly been told. Or maybe I misheard.

I shoved through to where the booze was and got the sweaty fat man there to give me another glassload of Scotch. It was just as crowded and noisy there, but I found a little island of carpet to stand on. I sipped thoughtfully and watched in some surprise a couple of girls snogging each other passionately. Then a strong hand gripped my arm, and a deep voice vibrated against my ear­drums through the noise: “Hey, where have I not seen you before, man?” 

I looked round, then up, recognising the voice-owner immediately (not being a blind Mongolian deaf-mute). He was six­-four, aged twenty, and called the Cavalier. If you can imagine the Laughing Cavalier with a sombre, thin, beardless face; very tall and skinny; with a heavy voice usually backed by guitars, harp, and drums – then you’ve got the idea. And in case his dress and general weird appearance mightn’t have been enough, he – or his agent, rather – had chosen to pronounce his name the French way, giving the attentive, pop-thirsty world the word Cavaleeay to twist round their tongues. “Hi, Cavaleeay!” I said, breaking into the American despite my Yorkshire upbringing. “How’s the record?”

That did it. He began humming a few bars in a crooning bass that was oddly at variance with the high-pitched rather hoarse voices so much in vogue. As I watched him there, lost in his tune – thick lips pouted sensually in a brutish moronic face, the long feather from his flopping hat embarrassing those around him – ­the word ‘slob’ rose to my lips but remained unuttered. After all, by dressing up like this and acting like a slob he was earning probably around £300 a week – while those who cried ‘idiot’ at him were grubbing around factories and offices for their absurd week-end pay packets, and were probably sexually frustrated into the bargain. Cavalier wasn’t, or so I imagined. I thought I wouldn’t mind having a go at being a slob for a bit – I liked this pop scene. At least you didn’t go short of essentials except, sometimes, sleep. 

Cavalier’s eyes were now closed in ecstasy as he clicked his fingers and swayed his rake-like body to the rhythm in his head. A drunken girl came up and lolled against him. I had a sudden idea. When you’re freelance you have to keep your eyes wide. “Cavaleeay!” I shouted, “I want to do some photographs of you!”

His eyes slowly opened, he hurled the clinging girl from him, and she disappeared with a howl into the undergrowth of feet. He struck an extravagant pose and swept the enormous hat from his head, knocking the glass from somebody’s hand. Nobody cared. “Like this?” he boomed, the laughter about to gush from his nostrils. 

“I’m a photographer!” I bawled. “Can I take some pictures...?”

“Great idea!” he roared, fumbling for a tatty card and handing it to me. “Juss you gimmee a ring, boy, and we’ll do just that!” It was then that one of the raving girls made a mistake. She rushed up to me, twined arms round my neck and started snogging me wetly, an­d I could see nothing through the mass of candy-floss hair. Then she joined bare legs behind my thighs and squirmed her way up my body so I had to grab her seat in case she crashed. I didn’t know who she’d mistaken me for – but all sorts of feral things were happening inside me so I didn’t bother to try and work it out. I heard a great bellow of slobbish laughter as – when her thighs reached the sides of my chest – I keeled over on to a hard carpet, enveloped in sweat and female dribble. It was February, and next month would be March.

Amazingly enough, Cavalier remembered where he’d seen me, who I was and what we’d contracted to do. I’d known before I’d asked him that he was based in the same town as me – Bridestone – which is in good commuting distance from London, but far enough away to forget :about it now and again. He’d driven me along the coast to Hastings in his second-hand Mercedes and we’d climbed this dirty great hill, with my camera and tripod to make things steeper. I took several shots of him standing in various grotesque attitudes before the old walls of the castle, through which a fierce icy wind whistled. 

He presented an unusual sight standing there in full gear plus spurs while I, with the wind rushing up my trouser-legs, tried to keep my hands steady. I got the feeling I was taking part in one of those Goon films, and almost expected to see him – a bizarre masculine Mary Poppins – float suddenly upwards, feet at right angles, holding on to a large coloured balloon and uttering piercing cries from a deadpan face.

I was glad to get back to the warmth of his manager’s office where I was given a cardboard cupful of milky coffee. While I was slurping this mixture down, Cavalier did an embarrassing thing. The door to his manager’s – or agent’s – own office was ajar and, inside, two men were discussing important matters and answering phones and things. Cavalier’s heavy voice cut through their chat and thick cigar smoke, paralysing them. “Hey, fellers!” he yelled. “Come and meet someone!” 

They climbed from their seats, came to the door and peered out with the beginnings of annoyance on their faces. One was short and tubby with oiled receding hair slicked back on a narrow head, sporting a Clark Gable moustache without the face to go with it. The other was tall and slim, immaculate in pin­stripes – very dignified. Cavalier introduced me to them in that hearty way he had. The tubby one was his agent, Hal Tompkins, and the other was a Mr. Stone, JP – a big wheel on the local council. 

I learned afterwards that he was Cavalier’s backer, making a quiet fortune from his strange talents. Cavalier slammed me heavily on the back and – impressed no doubt by my recent display of stoicism under hardship – began telling the startled men what a genius I was. “This boy,” he announced, “takes photies for the ‘Teenbeat’. He knows all the big names, and they all know him, and love him. Everybody loves Tim Staines! He’s going a long way, this boy. Maybe we could use him around here for a bit, hey?”

In fact I didn’t know any of the big people, I was just one of dozens of faceless photographers who were regarded in general as a necessary nuisance. I kept my mouth shut, though. Cavalier’s duck-proof attitude could well prove useful, because I needed more work like I needed eyelids.

“Well, I don’t know...” Mr. Stone said, showing who was the boss. “It might be useful to have a resident here again, though. Do you do your own processing work?” 

“Yes,” I said, “the lot.” 

“I see. Do you have your samples with you?” 

“Well no, but I can get them.” 

“Do so then,” he said, “and we'll have a chat about it.” And that was it; I was home and dry. Two days later I moved into the small studio adjacent to Hal Tompkins’s office, falling over myself to be out of the smelly old bathroom-cum-darkroom and its stained enamel. This new place was it, with an electric fire I didn’t have to pay for, pukka develop, fix and wash tanks, and all the latest red filters and inspection lights. I even got cups of coffee at half ten and three when I was in. 

Sheltered like this in the warm arms of pop music success I got the feeling again at I’d like to be more directly involved in this pleasant little gold-mine. I reckoned that with a bit of talent and the right contacts it shouldn’t be too difficult, provided you chose the right part of the pop business to throw yourself into. I knew, for in­stance, that I could never be a performer. For all the sneers of the more ‘mature’ who dismissed the entire scene as noisy rubbish, I did realise that my thin, off-key voice wouldn’t get me far – and although my lean Sinatra-type figure might have evoked a few screams when soaked in a spotlight I knew I’d need bit more than that to go on with. 

No, I reckoned I’d like to have a crack at managing a group, and rake off twenty-five percent of their earnings for services rendered. Yes, I’d be good at that. All I needed was to find three or four lads with talent, build them up and use my head a bit, and I’d be on my way to the sort of money most people only dream about, including me. 

When Cavalier’s photos were ready I popped next door to show them to old vulture-features. I tapped politely on his half­-open door and he gave a curt “Come in!” – like a man who couldn’t afford to lose a second of time. He was cradling the phone between his chin and left shoulder, lighting a cigar, and pretending not to be aware of my presence as he yapped into the mouthpiece. I stood there and watched his bald patch with dist­aste. Then he slammed the phone down and turned weak blue eyes on me. “I’ve got the photographs, Mr. Tompkins,” I said. 

He made a sound like “a-haaar!” and emitted a cloud of smoke. “Mmmm, ahaar!” he went on, inspecting my work. “Very good, George, very good indeed. Mmmm. Yes, you’ve got the right idea...”

“Tim,” I said. 

“Beg pardon?” 

“My name is Tim,” I told him. “Tim Staines.” 

“Mmm, of course – near London Airport. Look, I’m pleased with these, er, Tim, just the thing for a spot of promotion work. Might be able to use one on the back of Cav’s next disc." 

“Yeah,” I said. “The Cavaleeay marooned in the wild grandeur of a bygone age. There’s one there with him holding a cigarette.” 

“Great, great,” he said quickly. “Hold on a minute, Tom.” He whipped up the phone again and started to dial. “Just see if I can catch old Sammy Brahm,” he coughed. I pricked up my eyebrows at that, because Sam Brahm was one of the biggest agents in London. I got the feeling that Hal Tompkins would really have preferred a private secretary to get the great man for him, and a private switchboard to get the number through. He worked his way efficiently through Sam Brahm’s telephone sentinels, and at last his pig eyes lit up with warmth. “Sammy!” he shouted. “How are you, boy?” 

There was a murmuring at the other end. 

“Hal here... Yes, Hal!” He winked at me for some reason. “Er...Hal Tompkins. Tompkins. Er...tee, oh, em, pee... Well of course you are, Sammy. Look. Well as soon as you’re finished, give me a tinkle.” He slammed the phone down, red in the face, and eyed me resentfully in case I’d been able to hear that Brahm had rung off abruptly when Tompkins started to spell his name. “Everybody’s so busy these days,” he bleated. “If it’s not one thing, it’s another. And now, if you’ll excuse me...” I was dismissed by his action of grabbing at the phone again like it was Sam Brahm’s neck – or mine. 

As I worked on some line-negs back in the studio, I wondered how far Tompkins would go in the pop business. He had Cavalier, and had built him on the clothes gimmick – but Cav possessed a certain quality of his own, a rhythmic catchiness in his negro-­type voice that would have sold without the weird wardrobe. 

Harry Grey, Tompkins’s booking agent, had told me of a couple of his other ideas. The first, which lasted a week, was built on the ‘Man in the Iron Mask’ gimmick. The concept had been to put a plastic hood over the head of a young singer called Gordon Spong – who was almost completely unknown, even in his own street where he’d lived all his life. Spong, sporting this mask affair, was then billed as a famous pop-singer who’d been disfigured in a car-crash and was making a comeback. The implicat­ion was that he presented such a hideous spectacle under the mask that people would queue in their thousands in the hope of catching a glimpse of the horrifying sight, and to try and work out which famous pop-singer he’d been. 

All this venture proved was that nobody was interested in scarred and ugly has-beens. His other idea – which had never left the drawing board – was to have three girl singers dressed from head to hip as nuns, wearing micro-skirts and saucy garters. Tompkins’s friends had persuaded him that apart from the odd spot on ‘Sunday Half Hour’ their only value would have been to attract sexual deviationists. To me it seemed a very strange way to try and crash the big-time.
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CHAPTER TWO
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_____________________________________________________

BY THE BEGINNING OF APRIL, HAVING WORKED IN CLOSE CONTACT with Hal Tompkins for seven weeks, we had built up a healthy dislike for each other; and with spring arriving to soften the sea air I felt the need for change. I wanted to plod over the hill and through the greening woods towards summer, like – to taste water from other brooks and tread fresh grassland. That sort of thing. What I wanted most was the glamour and challenge of a group to run in my own way. And one Saturday evening the opportunity came along all by itself. 

I was standing at the bar in a local dancehall watching the kids shake themselves about to the pounding beat of a group onstage who weren’t much good. As I ordered another beer I was suddenly aware that I was being eyed up. She was sitting a little way down the bar from me, dark-blonde hair and handsome-faced. Her figure was still good, and she was anything between thirty-five and forty. I’m not much good at chatting up, but I found myself enjoying this eye-play stuff. 

In common with a lot of young men I’ve got this kink about older women – they seem to offer smoothness, warmth and gratefulness instead of the fussy complexes and nonsense dished out by a lot of the younger ones. As I was dreamily gazing over the bobbing heads of the dancers, and imagining this woman’s arms round my neck, I got the fright of my life. 

“A penny for your thoughts, Mr. Staines.” 

My head nearly came off as I jerked it round. It was her, standing beside me and smiling like some Mata Hari, holding a drink in the Present Mouth! position. 

“Hello,” I said, my voice hitting top C.

“I hope you don’t mind me speaking to you.” 

“Why should I? It’s a free country.”

“Yes it is.” 

“Yes...” As a conversationalist I wasn’t scoring many points. But then, neither was she. 

“How did you know my name?” I said, more smoothly now.

“I...I asked someone.”

“Oh, good. I thought maybe you were psychic.”

Her gaze did the round tour of my face. I noticed her eyes were sort of blue, her nose slightly snub, with a few freckles peppered on either side of it. For a second she was sixteen again, and then her smile etched creases from the comers of her eyes and ran grooves from mouth to nose. “I understand you take photographs for Cavaleeay and crew,” she said.

“Sometimes.” I shrugged, to make it look as if my whole life was taken up with photographing celebrities.

“Would you be interested in doing publicity for us?” 

“Maybe I would. But who...?”

“I manage a small group, and we don’t seem to be doing much at the moment. Maybe you could help?” 

“You are a manager?” I said, all incredulous. 

“Yes, why not?” There was a bite in her voice, a flash in her eyes. 

I took a pull of beer, and let her think about it for a few seconds. It doesn’t do to appear too eager. “I suppose I could come and have a look at them,” I said. “When’s the best time?"

She raised her glass, and I didn’t miss the flash of twin rings on her left hand. “Meet me in the Cider Bar on Wednesday even­ing at eight, and we’ll go and see them.” She went off then to join a gaggle of people who were shouting noisily at her, and she squeezed my forearm briefly as she turned away. 

I felt quite excited. When she came in the Cider Bar, hair champagne-coloured and freshly done, clothes businesslike and neat on the still-trim figure, men’s heads turned. I watched them goggle like goldfish, saw them nudge elbows, smirk, bite lips. She knew what was happening, and was enjoying it. She came straight up to me, and I hoped the mottle-faced gogglers with their gaping cider-­dripping mouths were thinking that we climbed between the sheets together. We went off right away, and caught a bus that took us up away from the seafront to a backstreet in the heart of town. 

The club was spelled the Troubador, and the man who took our coats smiled at her and called her Mrs. Addison. She took me across to a small tastefully arranged bar and ordered a Martini for herself and a beer for me. We sat at the bar-stools, and I surveyed the scene. The room was about the size of a school assembly hall, and was softly lit with coloured wall-lights. Thick green carpeting matched the heavy velvet curtains. 

From the back of the hall, where the bar was, stood a section of chairs and tables with clothes, cutlery, and slim candles flickering. There were few people sitting down because it was early yet. Beyond the tables was a glossy dance-surface taking up less than half the available floor-space, and this led up to a small platform with drawn cur­tains. A man played piano on the floor by the stage. Weird thumps and whining sounds drifted through the curtains. My companion’s Adam’s apple quivered delicately as she coaxed another thimbleful of Martini down. “Keep your eyes open,” she said. “They’ll be on any moment now.” 

She looked challengingly at me as – to a roll of drums and chish of cymbals – the curtains parted. A solitary strangled shriek came from the small audience, a sound followed by a slap on bare flesh, and I glanced at the fat girl of fifteen on a birthday treat with large, frowning mother and foxy father. My eyes swung back to the stage as the throbbing twanging music rushed in, setting feet tapping and killing conversation. There were three of them onstage – two guitars at the microphone, drums behind them. The lead guitarist on the right was tall and skinny. His short hair was very blond and his face was thin, with high cheekbones: lean, hungry and handsome, sort of. The bass guitarist beside him, pounding out the beat, was shorter, broader, darker, amazingly young-looking. In fact he was seventeen, and the lead was nineteen. 

One of the first things I noticed was that the bass-player hadn’t managed to tune up any of his four strings properly – and I’m no expert. I got a shock when I studied the drummer. He was an old man of about thirty, and although his drumming wasn’t bad he seemed to have worked\out a system of timing and rhythm-changing that bore little resemblance to that of the lead guitar, who I thought was quite good. He was going bald, and wore glasses – the sort of fellow you see in semi-­detached suburbs cleaning his car on a Sunday and calling his wife ‘dear’. 

I glanced at the woman at my side, who was biting her lip. I felt the old irritation stirring, having given up my evening for this, with a married woman who probably loved her husband. Then the lead guitarist began to sing, and everything was all right with the world again.

His voice rose and fell rhythmically, urging the bass sounds along with it, neutralising the flat off-key notes, willing the lag­ging drum-beats to stay with it, to back each syllable with throb­bing sound. With a sexy harshness breaking from time to time through the treble sweetness of tone, the voice took control, em­braced the trio onstage, softened the sharp corners, lifted the music virilely and courageously and spread it pleasantly amongst the small audience, who stopped their talking to listen. 

Fantastic, in fact. 

A full scream came from the fat girl, who got her hand slapped again – but her face was laughter now, her eyes glisten­ing slits of happiness. I turned to my companion, who was watch­ing me intently, eyes wide and dark, mouth sombre and tight shut.

They did six numbers, and in the third the bass-player came in singing melody while the blond lead set the air humming with delicately blended harmony. Then, for the next three, he was on his own again, voice soaring, matching the pure chords of his Fender Telecaster guitar, bringing the others along with him. Amazing stuff!

When they’d finished that spot and the pianist set up the background to conversation again, we were both quiet for some time. After a bit she said, guardedly, “Well, what did you think?”

I swallowed some beer. “Not bad,” I said. “Not bad at all.”

Her face broke into a smile. “Interested?” she asked, raising the eyebrow. “Shall I take you to see them?”

“Look,” I said, “if you can get another drummer, and get the bass-player to tune up, and get them to grow their hair so they don’t look like Borstal boys, we might have something. And get them a uniform. White shirts and dark trousers may be all right, but they’re not very distinctive. Look, we could..." 

“Do you want to give us a hand, Tim?” 

“It could be interesting, Tina,” I said, calling her by name for the first time. “Perhaps.”

“Then be careful what you say to them, won’t you,” she said. “I’ve told them you’re quite a big noise in show business.” 

She didn’t have to take me to them, because they came to us where we stood at the bar. They looked a bit shy. The drummer ordered a pint, and the two boys had a lager and lime each. As they stood nervously in front of me I tried to remember some of the things I’d learned from Hal Tompkins. Tina intro­duced us. The lead guitarist with the tremendous voice was Paul Standish, the stocky bass-player – who giggled a lot – was Mike Dean, and the middle-aged drummer was called Bert. I never did learn his other name. They were looking at me in some kind of awe as I scrutinised them dispassionately, so to make them feel at their ease I said, “Fair, lads, fair; not a bad sound at all. A few changes here and there and I think we might be able to do some­thing together.”

“Cheers!” Paul said. “Have another noggin.”

I didn’t at all like the way the amazingly young Mike Dean was gazing winsomely at Tina Addison – who was easily old enough to be his mother and, as the wit has it, probably was. If I was going to take these lads and try to get them, and myself, into the big-time, it wouldn’t do to have sneaky little romances like this going on. Maybe I was just over-suspicious and jealous, but I did feel a fragile discharge of something between them. And anyway, I fancied her myself. “Look,” I went on, “if we’re going to get anywhere, there’s no point in beating about the bush, right?”

“Right, brother,” said Mike. “Free and frank, like.”

I stared at him. “I’m not your brother,” I told him quietly, and he grinned and looked abashed, and fluttered his eyes at Tina. “What we need is an attractive physical image,” I said, which was funny really, but it did slip off the tongue with the right dramatic touch, and the two lads were a bit impressed. The corner of Tina’s mouth twitched slightly. 

The silence was deep after this remark, and then Paul asked, “How d'you mean?”

“We want to present an appeal to the public which will attract.” I saw Tina’s mouth twitch again, and realised how nervous I was. I was suddenly angry at myself – what a balls-­up I was making of it! “Look,” I said, “we want the kids to come not just to listen, but to watch as well. We want them to have orgasms when they see you up there. We want them to scream their throats out, and watch you on television, and in the films, and buy your records, and keep coming back for more of you. Listen, you can have the greatest sound in the world, but if you don’t look any good you’ll only attract a few purists. We want to attract everybody!”

“I suppose I’m not very sexy,” Bert said, his bald head pink in the soft light and his glasses gleaming. We all looked at him. After a few seconds he said, “I’m willing to drop out,” and grinned quickly. “And you’re quite right, feller. No hard feel­ings.”

“Thanks, Bert,” I said. “You’re a good drummer, but maybe you don’t have quite the appearance. Nothing personal.”

“Sure...”

“So now the Wildsound Three are only two,” Tina Addison cut in. “That’s a great start, isn’t it? Why not drop the other two as well so we can start from scratch?”

“Look, you asked me to help on publicity, to get the group moving,” I said. “If you want things to carry on like they have been, then I might as well walk out right now.” Maybe I was pushing things a bit, but I wouldn’t be able to work with a senile drummer who thumped skins like he was killing flies. “Bert here’s a fair drummer,” I went on, “but he’s first to admit he hasn’t got the image of a raver.”

“Nor had Chick Webb, for that matter. He had ears on him like Dumbo the Flying Elephant. What d’you keep on about images for?” 

“This is a pop group, dearie,” I said. “Don’t let’s get mixed up with jazz. Charlie Parker was no beauty, nor is Satchmo. I’m talking about a pop group that’ll take America by storm, that’ll go touring all over the world. Bert’s probably married, with a steady job and everything. He may not be able to put the time in...”

Bert nodded, and didn’t look very happy. “He’s right,” he said, draining his pint and ordering another. “If I could knock off ten years, things’d be different. I can’t go on shagging around with these young ravers any more, even if I bought a wig when we sold the first record. No, go forth, my sons, and take the world by storm! Violate it; rip it asunder!”

“Jesus, Bert, drop it will ya!”

“I’ll sit in until you kids’ve found a drummer of the right ‘image’ – that’s if you can find one in this town. I didn’t realise that Mr. Staines’s ambitions were quite so far-reaching.”

“Look Bert,” I cut in. “I’ve got a nerve saying all this. For God’s sake stay if it’s going to..."

“What, and make you lower your sights? No, feller; I resign on the day you get a new drummer.” 

Tina broke the silence that followed. “Okay,” she said un­happily, “so there we are. Paul and Mike, do you want to work with Tim here, or shall we carry on as we have been?” 

I watched them, and held my breath.

“Okay, why not?” Paul said. “We can give it a go, I s’pose.” 

“Mike?”

He looked suspiciously from me to Tina, shrugged, and stared at his feet. “Okay,” he muttered.

“Right!” Tina said abruptly. “So we’re a family. Bert packs us up – and I’m really sorry, darling, but that seems to be the way it is. Assuming we can find another drummer before next Christ­mas, then Tim takes ten per cent publicity fees and we get down to work. Tim, you and I will get together tomorrow night and start looking for drummers.” 

I didn’t like being organised by a woman, but at the moment she was the manager. I was already working on angles for her future – which wasn’t linked inextricably with the Wildsound Three. And that was another thing I’d have to change – the name. I’d have to think of something with more impact. I didn’t like Mike Dean’s dark and bitter gaze at Tina and me, either. Something funny was going on there.
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CHAPTER THREE
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_____________________________________________________

THE ADVERT WE PUT IN THE MUSIC PAPERS WAS AS FOLLOWS – ­and it was my wording: 

Wanted. Good swinging drummer. Group experience preferable. Right man could come to the top with talented group. Age 18-20. Good physical appearance essential. Bridestone area. Send photo. 

After a week of the adverts we’d had eight replies. Four of these I rejected straight off because I didn’t like the photos – ­two of them looked sullen and rat-faced, one of them shifty and stupid, the other cold-eyed and murderous. Of the four we asked to come for audition three were clean-cut and fresh-faced, and the other was unbelievably handsome. Tina whistled when she saw the photo, and I suddenly wished I could reject him too. It was annoying to have to consult her in most things – I wanted to make my own decisions, and she was in my way. 

We arranged the auditions for the following Saturday after­noon. Paul’s parents were well off, and lived in a large house in the richer part of Bridestone. He’d told us that at the back of their house was a large games room he and his sister used when they were kids. There was even a small platform on which he’d first learned the guitar and practised singing on rainy Sun­days and after-school summer sessions with his gym-slipped sister watching – clapping and smiling like a woman. 

Saturday afternoon was cold for the time of the year, and I had a job finding the house because it didn’t have a number, only a name. I rang the bell. Paul let me in and took my coat. The house smelled of wine-red carpets and lavender polish. Coffee scents came from the kitchen. “Mike’s here,” he said, “and Bert’s got the drums set up and gone. Tina’s in there yacking to the family. D’you want to come and meet them quickly?” He looked anxious, as if afraid that I’d refuse to meet his parents.

“Sure,” I said, “lead on.”

He pushed the heavy door open and the faces swung, bored with present conversation, to see the new arrival they’d all heard come in. The hard light through the picture-window widened my eyes, and the four watching faces, smiling uncertainly, took on individual identity. I nodded at Tina, who looked big eyes at me like we had some secret understanding. 

“These are my parents,” Paul said. “This is Tim Staines, our new publicity man.”

I shook hands with his mother, who remained seated on the settee, smiling broadly from a face that tried hard not to look cautious and nervous. “We’ve heard a great deal about you,” she said, and laughed shyly in case I thought she’d said a stupid, corny thing. 

Paul’s father stood and towered over me, grasping my hand in his large one and out-gripping me severely. He had a banker’s smile, with eyes twinkling, and after-shave soaked in his large chin to blend with the pipe-tobacco smell on his breath. “Pleased to meet you,” he said in a brown leather voice, and sat down again. 

I’d noticed the other face as soon as I came in, and was glad to be introduced to it at last because it gave me a chance to recover from first impressions, and to hope that it wouldn’t upset my system forever.

“This is my sister, Natalie. This is Tim, Nat.” It was good taking the fragile hand in mine and watching the long-lashed green eyes shine, to see how the long corn-coloured hair framed her healthy bright face, and how her pretty lips parted in a small smile so the little even teeth showed.

“Hello,” I said, letting go of her hand as soon as I could. 

“Hello,” she whispered, looked at Paul, at her father, and then at the carpet. The silence was awkward.

“Er, you’re going to listen to these drummers this afternoon, I believe,” the father said. “Let’s hope you’re in luck, eh?” 

“Thank you,” I said, looking at my watch. “The first one should have arrived about five minutes ago, actually. Maybe we’d better go in and get organised.”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Paul said, glad that action had been called for. Tina got up, and we went out along the hall and into the back room – which was larger than I’d imagined, and had about fifteen square feet of carpet in the middle of the floor. Bert’s drums were set up on the small stage, and Mike was thumbing open-mouthed through a magazine of nudes he’d found. 

As the first young hopeful hadn’t arrived yet I thought it as good a time as any to tap them about a new name. “Now we’re all here,” I announced, spinning their faces to­wards me, “and speaking from the publicity angle, I’d like to hear what you think about changing the name of the group.”

“What’s wrong wi’ ‘Wildsound Three’?” Mike muttered sul­lenly.

“When did all this come on?” Tina said. “The name’s all right, isn’t it?”

“No, I don’t like it. Too ordinary.”

“I suppose you want one that will attract aurally,” she said. Oh, she was smart, that one.

“Yeah, that’s right. May as well get it changed before we get the drummer. What do you think about it?” 

“Dunno,” Paul said, looking hurt because he’d thought of the name. “We’ve sort of got used to it now.”

“Look, let’s forget what’s gone before; let’s start with a new image, a new name. Why don’t we? And we’ll take this new name right to the top. Ah, come on! Wildsound Three’s been okay so far, but why don’t we get a name that’ll really stick in people's minds?”

“Well, we could think about it, I s’pose,” Paul murmured, looking down.

“Great! And we’ll have a meeting some time in the week about it. Okay? And in the meantime we can try and think of some­thing unusual.”

“How about the Aural Contraceptives – spelled a-u?” Tina sug­gested. She was really having fun with that word today, and I could see she was a bit cut up at me bringing this up without referring to her first. The doorbell rang then, and Paul nipped out to answer. 

Our first drummer came in – a plain-faced quiet character with long hair. He got out his sticks and went cold to the drums where we let him bash around a bit. He seemed fairly lousy, but maybe he was nervous. Then I got Paul and Mike to go through three num­bers with him, but everyone knew after the first one that he’d be no good, and needed a year’s more practice, at least.

The second one to turn up arrived in the middle of the session, and it was the amazingly handsome character Tina had whistled at when she’d seen his photo. He had black hair and a beautiful profile, and dark gleaming eyes. He did make the skins jump around a bit, but he had this habit of faltering and catching up with the rhythm. 

Maybe he thought it was smart, but I didn’t like it any more than I liked the sickening way Tina was watching him. Mike noticed it too – that boy was really full of complexes! When he’d finished, Handsome walked cockily out, telling us to make our minds up quickly as he was considering other offers. Also, he pursed his lips in a mock-kiss at Tina as he went by so that her legs nearly gave way.

It was already four o’clock, and we sat around waiting for the third one. Tina said she was going to powder her nose, and went out. Paul and I nattered a bit, but a restless Mike soon stood up and began pacing around like a caged greyhound. After doing the room-circuit three times he told us he was going to have a slash, and then nipped out furtively.

“How about a coffee, Paul?” I said, feeling that something fishy was afoot, and anxious to find out.

“’Kay,” he said, getting up. “I’ll go and do it.” 

As soon as he’d gone I nipped out and went quietly up the stairs with my ears flapping. On the landing I could see the bathroom door was ajar, so I went and peeped through. What I saw was reflected in the long wall-mirror lit dimly by a neon strip. Tina and Mike were clasped in each other’s arms and rocking about a bit. Mike’s hands were clutching away at every piece of her body he could reach, while her long fingers writhed up his thigh, moving dangerously close to the frontal area. One of his hands crawled up to massage her breast, and she began to struggle away from him as if angry with herself.

“Tonight,” I heard her say harshly. “We’ll find a time...not here, someone will come in, Mike...” I could hear him panting away like a steam engine, and I suddenly felt so sick and furious that I ran down the stairs and called up: “Tina, do you want a coffee?”

There was a brief pause, and then a well-controlled, “Please.” 

“Black or white, with or without? Have you seen Mike any­where?” 

“White, no sugar. I, er...I thought Mike was with you. Anyway, I think he has the same, with four sugars.” 

“Right, you cow!” I muttered to myself as I went towards the kitchen. “I’ll have you out of it now, just watch!” 

They were both in the big room when Paul and I brought in the coffees. Mike looked a bit flushed, and very gauche, but Tina was cool as anything. We were halfway through the coffee when the third drummer decided to arrive. He wasn’t any good either, and when the fourth one didn’t show up I began to get the feeling things weren’t going as well as they might. Before we left, I arranged to meet Tina on the Monday to start on a tour of clubs and dance-spots in search of a drummer. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but it was my own fault. 

As we were leaving, Paul’s sister Natalie opened the
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