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THE SESSION
by Mike Dennis
Jeff Dryden never liked to go to bed after an argument with Marsha. Not even after a minor disagreement like the one they had tonight. Going to sleep with negativity between you and your wife set the wrong tone for the following day, he thought. You woke up with a bad vibe in the air, and it was very tough to get rid of it.
Now, it was closing in on one AM and he lay there wide awake.
Marsha had fallen asleep almost immediately. She can do that, he thought. She can fall asleep anywhere, anytime. Why can’t I do that?
He looked at her slumbering figure, noticed her soft, regular breathing. A tiny sliver of street light drifted in through the crack in the bedroom drapes, throwing a thin, whitish haze across her rose-petal skin. Her jawline appeared softer than it had been in recent years, signaling the onset of her aging process. Jeff didn’t care. As she grew older, she had staved off the inevitable up till now, basking in the Indian summer of youth.
We’ve been together all these years and she’s always believed in me. Even though we had that little spat tonight, I know she’ll stick by me. She still looks stunning to me, the one love of my life.
His thoughts gathered around their argument. Something about his not wanting to take a vacation. Just because she wants to take a week and go somewhere is no reason they should do it. She knows full well session musicians can’t afford to take a lot of time off. Top players like me can afford it even less.
Little green numbers on the clock now read two minutes after one. They’d been in bed over an hour, but still, no sleep.
Top players can’t go anywhere, he told her. You take off and run down to Mexico or even San Diego for a few days, that means turning down recording sessions.
Or worse, canceling them.
Once a producer calls you for a big session and you can’t make it, he calls the next guy on his list, and that next guy becomes first call from that moment on. That account, which was yours for so long, which paid so well, will belong to someone else forever. Bank on it.
And when other top guitar players find out about it, they’ll start dropping hints to producers around town that, unlike you, they are always available, no matter what. Pretty soon, your datebook empties right out.
Marsha didn’t get it, though. She was dying to go down to Acapulco and get away from all the LA bullshit for a while. Maybe even pick up one of those tans you can’t get anywhere else. She was always going on about those tans like they were some kind of hallmark. Something that lets everyone know they had a lot of money, that they’d made it because she had an Acapulco tan.
Hell, she didn’t need any stinking tan. She was gorgeous just the way she was.
One-fifteen. Nowhere near sleepy. God damn it.
They did have a lot of money, of course. Jeff was one of the three or four guitar players in town who commanded top dollar, often more than union scale, plus leader pay, which was usually almost double the sideman’s pay. Multiply that by around five hundred sessions a year, and he was pulling down a cool three quarters of a million dollars. Every year.
Add to that royalties from records he played on—and he had played on over four hundred number one hits, not to mention countless hit albums—and his income jumped into the stratosphere. Why, this week alone, he’d made twenty-seven thousand dollars.
And Marsha wanted to risk it all on a fucking suntan.
He didn’t want to look at the clock again. Damned clock! Reminding him that he can’t fall asleep. He kept his eyes shut good and tight. He wouldn’t give that clock the satisfaction.
He rolled over on his back.
If only Marsha was patient. Maybe in a few years, he could step back a little bit and not worry about losing accounts. Meanwhile, the hungry dogs skulked around out there in the night, fangs drooling filthy foam, grunting and growling impatiently, all of them waiting for him to say, “Honey, you’re right. Let’s go to Acapulco.”
Oh, and that’s not to mention the young guys coming up. These killer players who arrive in LA in a rinky-dink car with everything they own in the back seat, their guitar in the trunk, fire in their dark eyes. Guys who fall asleep every night sitting in the dark, guitar in their lap, guys who are now serving time in local bars and cheap demo sessions, living in two rooms over a beanery, hoping to string together enough money to keep them going until guys like Jeff either die or get arthritis. Or go to Acapulco on fucking vacation.
His head turned toward the clock. One-twenty-five.
Fuck! Why did I look?
He could almost hear the clock laughing at him, as though someone had tickled it in its sensitive ribs or reeled off a clever one-liner.
Within minutes, though, he finally managed to put Acapulco behind him, to slow his mind down, clear it of all the waste material of that day. The window started to shut, eyelids growing heavy.
His breathing deepened. His jaw and tongue relaxed. Then…
Something. A noise.
What? What is it?
The telephone.
He picked it up on the second ring. Marsha stirred.
“Jeff? Tommy G over at Ocean Way.”
Jeff shook the advancing sleep out of his head.
“Yeah, Tommy. What’s up?”
“I know I probably woke you up, man, and I’m sorry. But look, I’m really up against it here. I had a guy come down with the flu and I need a lead player for a two o’clock session. Can you make it?”
“Two…two o’clock?” He turned to his enemy, the clock. One-thirty.
“Yeah. As in thirty minutes from now. I know you don’t live far away. Can you do it? Pays triple scale.”
Triple scale? Nearly twelve hundred bucks? And a chance to pick up a new account? God damn right he could do it.
“I’ll be there.”
Tommy said, “You’ve got a Gretsch Country Gentleman, don’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“Bring it.”
He swung his legs out of bed. Marsha lifted her delicate head off the pillow.
“Who was that?”
“Go back to sleep. I’ll be back in a few hours.” He bent down and kissed her. “It’s a session call.”
•  •  •
Fortunately, Ocean Way Studios was less than twenty minutes away. It sat in an unremarkable building on Sunset, not far off the Hollywood Freeway. Next door was the far flashier Technicolor Building, but Ocean Way has a lot more history. Everybody from Frank Sinatra to 50 Cent has recorded there through the years, as well as just about anyone who’s anyone in rock or country or rhythm & blues. Jeff had played sessions there for a lot of the biggies—Michael Jackson, Rod Stewart, Garth Brooks, even Barbra Streisand. He liked the place. State-of-the-art in every way, and Tommy G was their best producer. This would be a good session.
Jeff pulled around back to park and saw not one, but two limos, drivers lounging against a passenger door, smoking and chatting away.
He pulled his guitars and effects boxes from the rear of his van. Once he got everything inside, Tommy hurried up to him.
“Man, Jeff, thank you, thank you, thank you. You’re a lifesaver. Dean called in with the flu. He waited till the last minute, thinking he could be here, but he just couldn’t make it. Believe me, I won’t forget this. Coffee?”
Jeff said yes and Tommy escorted him to Studio A. Of the four facilities at Ocean Way, this was the big one, able to accommodate a symphony orchestra.
He pulled out his guitars, put them on stands and just about had his effects out when Tommy brought coffee. Jeff took the welcome first sip, looking for that mellow buzz, enabling him to deliver.
Tommy was telling him about this new Dominican coffee they were using when a figure passed through the cavernous studio. Sort of short guy, short hair, he looked familiar. Something about him…
“Tommy, is that…is that Ringo Starr?”
“Yeah.”
Jeff smiled to himself. The Beatles were one of his prime influences growing up, one of the reasons he took up guitar in the first place. Their chord structures, their infectious harmonies, their refusal to abide by rules…it’s what got him going so many years ago. The reason he’d spent all those nights playing in dingy bars for short money, hoping for his own record deal that always seemed just beyond his grasp. Eventually, session work beckoned him and he answered. Now, tonight, he’d come full circle, doing a Ringo Starr session.
He liked this neat, orderly turn in his life. Just as it was meant to be.
He’d plugged in his tuner when Ringo came up to him.
“Jeff?”
He stood up and they shook hands. “Pleasure, Ringo.”
“No, man. It’s our pleasure. We’re really very happy you could make it on such short notice. And at this hour, too.”
“No problem, man. I appreciate the opportunity. I’ve got to tell you, the Beatles were my favorite group when I was learning how to play. But I’m sure you hear that all the time.”
“Yeah, Tommy told us that. Said you knew all those old Fab Four tunes.”
Jeff chuckled. “Well, not all of them. I do know a lot of them, though.”
“That’s good. We’re going to be doing a couple of them here tonight, you know.”
“You are?” Jeff’s eyebrows shot up. “Tonight? In the session?”
“Yeah. Drive My Car and Day Tripper. If we’ve got time, we’re gonna try and lay down a rhythm track for I Wanna Be Your Man. You know those?”
“Y-yeah, I do, man, but—” Jeff knew the individual members of the group had never recorded Beatles tunes in their studio albums. What’s more, Ringo was the weakest vocalist among all the Beatles, and that I Wanna Be Your Man was one of the tunes he sung back in the day. The other two songs, though, were way beyond his range. They were sung by—
Ringo said, “Didn’t Tommy explain what we’re doing tonight?”
“No, I mean, not really. I mean, he just said Dean came down with the flu and—”
“Dean? The flu? Here, man. Set your guitar down. Come on.” He took him by the arm.
They went back to the control room. As they entered, Jeff saw Tommy, as well as the recording engineer, his assistant, a couple of other session players he knew, and Paul McCartney.
Paul McCartney!
Ringo introduced Jeff to Paul. Then he said, “He doesn’t quite know what the deal is tonight.”
Confused, Jeff looked over at Tommy, who said, “Let Paul tell it.” He looked back to the iconic Beatle.
Paul spoke in an even, unexcited tone. “Jeff, A couple of years ago, Ringo and I started talking about doing a Beatles recording. Recutting some of the old tunes. You know, since we’re the only ones left, and getting older by the minute, we felt maybe we should put something down as Beatles. Once more for auld lang syne, so to speak.”
Jeff was nearly speechless, but he managed to say, “A Beatles recording?”
“Yeah. It’s taken us all this time to get it together. You know, get our schedules in sync with one another and all that. Anyway, here we are. We’re going to do a sort of Beatles reunion album and we wanted a kickass guitar player to play on it. Do George’s parts.”
Jeff’s knees threatened to wobble, but he held them steady. He looked for an empty chair. There wasn’t one. Instead, he leaned up against the console, trying to look casual, trying to still the fluttering deep in his gut. He’d played on some big, big sessions before, with the very biggest artists in the business. But this!
Paul went on. “I understand Tommy here told you we were originally using Dean Parks and that he got sick at the last moment.” Jeff nodded and Paul said, “That’s not quite true. Actually, we were going to use Eric Clapton.”
Eric Clapton! With the Beatles? Ho-ly shit!The very mention of the name sent a wave through Jeff’s not-so-jaded soul.
He took a major hit from his coffee as Paul continued. “We wanted Eric because…well, because we were going to take him with us on a Beatles ‘One More Time’ tour. He was going to play and sing John’s parts on the album and onstage as well.”
Jeff caught a sidelong glimpse of Ringo at the other end of the console. He was nodding enthusiastically.
“A Beatles tour?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. After more than forty years, the remaining Beatles would be reuniting for a album and then a tour! “A Beatles tour?”
“That’s right,” Paul said. “We’re arranging it now. Discreetly, of course. We don’t want the word to get out till the album jells. The feeling right now is the tour would start in the spring in Europe, then make its way to the States by summer. Then off to Australia. We felt Eric would fit right in. He’s a very good player, you know.” He chuckled.
Finally Jeff spoke. “Well, that’s putting it mildly.”
“Yes, but anyway—and this is one of the reasons this has taken two years to put together—Eric and I have had some differences over the material, the arrangements, and for that matter, the tour itself. In the end, they just couldn’t be ironed out. We tried to get him in here to do the sessions with us, even without going on tour, and he agreed at first. Came all the way to Los Angeles and then backed out earlier tonight. Now, Tommy says you’re a decent singer. Is that right?”
“Yes, I guess I am.”
“Can you sing in John’s range? You know, do his harmonies below me?”
Am I hearing this right? Did Paul McCartney just ask me if I can sing John Lennon’s harmonies with him?
“I—I think so, sure. I mean, I used to do his parts when I was playing in live bands many years ago.”
“Excellent, man.”
Jeff called in all of his composure, saying, “Ringo told me the tunes you want to do. I’m pretty familiar with them. I think we can lay them down like you want.”
Paul smiled and gave him a single pat on the shoulder. “Good. That’s great, man. Let’s go in there and have at it.”
•  •  •
They did Day Tripper first. Paul, Ringo, Jeff, and a session rhythm guitar player. Jeff led off with the iconic lick, his Country Gentleman guitar tweaked to full George Harrison mode. Paul sang a scratch vocal to guide everyone through the song. Three takes and they had a keeper, the instrumental track to the Beatles’ Day Tripper 2012.
Paul was especially pleased with the whole thing.
“That’s what we’re talking about, Jeff. You nailed it. Now let’s try a bit of vocals.”
The vocals were a little tougher. Outside of a few backup vocal sessions, Jeff hadn’t done any serious singing in years, and with the presence of Paul and Ringo, he felt the pressure. On top of that, the song contained very difficult harmonies. He flubbed a couple of lines, missed a few notes, but Paul was patient with him. They’d finished the instrumental track in short order, so they had extra time on the ever-ticking clock. Before long, he fell into the groove and they clicked.
When they stopped recording, Jeff had surprised himself. I just sang harmonies with Paul McCartney on Day Tripper! God damn, it felt right.
“These vocals will do for now,” said Paul. “We’ll come back another day and spend some real time on them. You’ve got the right idea, though, Jeff. The blend is right. It’s going to work.”
Drive My Car took a little over an hour and wasn’t anywhere near finished. Ringo was not at all pleased with the way his drums sounded, and Jeff knew his guitar work needed another take or two. Paul and Ringo didn’t seem to mind, but Jeff knew it wasn’t there yet. Time was passing, though, and they had to let it go for now.
“We’ll get all this down at the next session, but we’re headed in the proper direction.” Paul said, removing his headphones. He looked toward the control room. “Tommy, we’re going outside for a moment.”
He beckoned Jeff to follow him and Ringo out back. They each grabbed a bottle of water.
Outside, the air was cool and fresh. The limo drivers continued chatting with each other. A breeze drifted through the parking lot, rustling Jeff’s hair. He took a deep breath, inhaling LA air which, for a change, seemed remarkably clean. It relaxed him.
“Nice out tonight, hey?” Ringo said.
They all agreed it was a pretty night, and Paul said, “Where are you from, Jeff?”
“Houston. But I’ve been here in LA for about fifteen years.” He swigged on his water. It nourished him going down, but couldn’t still the churning he felt inside from being in a studio parking lot with the remaining Beatles.
“Have you been doing sessions the whole time?”
“Most of it. I was playing live when I first came here, and of course in Houston for years before that. But I haven’t played a live gig in several years. Only sessions.” Jeff could tell they were anxious to turn the conversation down another road.
Paul smiled and said, “Listen, man. You did a fantastic job in there tonight. Your guitar was spot on. I swear, I had chills up my spine on Day Tripper. It was as if George himself was playing it.”
Jeff took a fast breath, almost a gasp. He tried to hold it back, but they caught it. This was all new territory for him, this giddiness, this praise and acceptance by the biggest band in history. He tried to say something, but Paul took over.
“No, I mean it. You knocked us out in there. Right, Ringo?”
Ringo said, “Ah, you were terrific, man. Really something. Your tone, timing, everything.”
Paul began to gesture with his hands as he spoke. His unopened water bottle became an animated prop. “Your vocals are right in the John range and your tone is perfect. So that’s why we want to ask you… “ He glanced at Ringo, who nodded back at him. “We want to ask you to join us on the tour.”
A spasm rippled through Jeff’s shoulders, touching the base of his neck. His voice almost didn’t come out when he said, “Join you? On the tour?”
“That’s right. We want you on stage with us. For the Beatles reunion. What do you say?”
“You want me to play lead guitar with you guys?” He was still not sure he heard them right.
“Yes, man. We want you for the whole tour. How about it?”
“Well, yeah! I’d love it. Hell, yeah, I’d love it!” His smile burst all over his face.
“Great!” Paul said, and he and Ringo and Jeff shook hands and slapped backs and exchanged broad smiles for a minute or two.
Ringo said, “Paul and I will have to sit down and figure out the money and all that, but don’t worry. You’ll make a bundle. Over half a million, at least.”
Paul added, “And we’ll be getting with you later on about the dates and the set list and rehearsals and all.”
Jeff’s mind reeled as he looked into the graying faces of the remaining Beatles and saw himself playing onstage with them in a series of Beatles reunion concerts. Singing John Lennon’s harmony parts before tens of thousands of energized fans. Not even his most fevered fantasies of his live band days could match this reality.
It’s going to happen! At last.
Of course, Marsha would go with him, and when it was over, he would take her anywhere she liked for as long as she liked.
Then, as he scanned the possibilities of this historic tour, another thought came to him. Maybe she could join the tour later, after I fall into the routine, get comfortable with the guys and the music. Yes, that’s it. Maybe later. And meanwhile, I could…
His mind wandered back to his early days, before he had any notions of session work. He and Walt and Joe and Larry were an ass-kicking band. They played all the major clubs around Big Houston Town and for a while, he thought they might really do something, you know, get a record deal with a major label. Become famous as a band, with him as the leader, the lead singer. Their harmonies were tight, their songs were commercial, and even though he was by far the best player in the group, the others held their own. Not a weak link among them.
He’d harbored that dream for a few years until the others guys became plagued with problems: whiskey, ex-wives, cocaine…all the predictable pitfalls that await the professional musician, pitfalls whose only purpose is to derail careers, to shatter dreams, to tamp down even small-time ambitions. The group’s smashup got to him, tore up his insides, walked him to the edge to where he very nearly went down with them.
He never touched drugs, though—they were a dead end, and he seldom drank excessively, but whenever he thought about the no-talent slugs who were famous and pulling down serious money, he was tempted to drink a lot more. Which he did, on a few occasions.
The girls, well, that was a different story. They were always there and he remembered how he used to lie awake in his tiny apartment up in the Heights, under the slow ceiling fan, some firm, eager thing lying peacefully beside him. How he used to dream of the lights and the ladies and the limos. And most of all, the music! Spreading his music to every corner of the country, every city. People in the smallest towns far removed from the heated centers of the music business would know him, people who sell insurance and cut hair and work construction would know his guitar work, his singing, his music.
The way they know Clapton.
But all those days, all those dreams closed out when he turned to session work. He put it all aside and concentrated on becoming a world-class guitar player. And it was because of that hard work that Paul McCartney and Ringo Starr were asking him to play with the Beatles.
Yes, he would do the tour and then take Marsha to Acapulco or anywhere else she wanted to go.
He solidified that promise in his mind, when Paul said, “Let’s go back inside and set up the next session with Tommy. When are you available, Jeff?”
“I’d have to check, because I have quite a few sessions booked already, but I’m sure we can figure something out.”
They re-entered the studio. Jeff went over toward his equipment and started packing it up. He could barely feel the floor beneath him. He wanted to run outside and dance on top of their limos, shouting at the black sky, Touring with the Beatles! I’m touring with the Beatles! In his mind, he rehearsed how he would break this incredible news to Marsha. How he would tell her of this rare second chance at the brass ring, how it’s all coming around again, the big payoff now looming in sight, within his reach.
Pretty soon, Ringo pulled up a nearby folding chair and took a seat.
“You ever done any major touring, Jeff?”
“I did a few dates with Rod Stewart about twelve years ago. That’s it.”
“Aw, you’re gonna love this, man. This is gonna be the tour to end all tours. I mean, they’re gonna have to think up new ways to make first class even better.”
“I can imagine,” Jeff said. “I know it’ll be great.”
“Great is right. Paul and I are psyched, you know, man? We’ve waited a long, long time for this. Hell, the world has waited. And you’re gonna fit in perfectly.”
Paul’s voice rang out over the in-studio speakers. “Ringo, could you please come in here for a moment?”
Ringo smiled at Jeff. “Be right back. Or better yet, come join us in the control room when you’re done packing up.”
While Jeff put away his equipment, he glanced at the big window to the control room. Paul and Ringo and Tommy stood around talking at one another, but the smiles had vanished. Paul pulled out a cellphone and made a call. Still no smiles.
A few minutes later, Jeff strolled in. Paul had just ended his call.
“Jeff,” he said, “listen, man. I’ve got some bad news.”
“Bad news?” He looked around the room. They all looked like someone had died. The way they eyed him, he had a funny feeling he was the corpse.
“Our deal is off. Eric is coming back on board.”
“Eric? Clapton?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so. He called during our session and has had a serious change of heart. I just now spoke with him. He wants very badly to be on the album and do the tour. He’s given me his solemn word on it.”
“But…but, I thought…”
“I know, man, I know,” Paul said. Real sorrow showed in his voice and on his face. “But Eric is, well, you know, Eric Clapton. He was our first choice.”
Ringo chimed in. “We’re really sorry, man. You did great, and you would’ve been great on the tour, but we’re gonna have to take Eric back in. You understand, I’m sure.”
Thing is, Jeff did understand. As much as he didn’t want to face it, Paul was right. Clapton’s name in conjunction with the Beatles would send ticket and album sales through the roof, lighting up the sky over the city.
The name of Jeff Dryden, however, wouldn’t sell shit. He was just a session player. A nobody.
“You’ll still be paid for the session, naturally,” Paul said, “but we won’t be using your tracks. No hard feelings, I hope.” He stuck out his hand.
Jeff took it. He took Ringo’s hand, too, managing a smile.
“Well, at least I can say I was with the Beatles for a few hours.”
“You can,” Ringo said. “And Paul and I are damned proud of it.”
Soon, Jeff was out the door and in his van, cruising blindly homeward through empty Los Angeles streets.
•  •  •
Back home, he tiptoed upstairs. He slipped out of his clothes and threw them on the floor, instead of hanging them up like he always did. Marsha slept on her back, snoring lightly. The green numbers on the clock said five minutes to six. It was still dark out.
The slim shaft of the street light still crept over her face. But something was different. Folds of flesh around her neck seemed bulky, loose, consuming her once-flawless skin. They showed signs of spreading freakishly up her neck and into her face itself.
Her neck never looked this bad, did it? Did it?
For the first time, he saw grotesque, feathery lines etching downward into her upper lip, adding about ten or fifteen years to her appearance.
Wha—were these ugly lines always like this? Creasing her face that way? Why hadn’t I noticed them before? And what’s up with that flabby shit on her neck? Why doesn’t she take better care of herself?
He looked at her and sat on the edge of the bed, hoping she would stay asleep.
She came half-awake, though, and turning her head toward him, she said through the sleep in her throat, “How’d it go?”
His mind raced, searching for words. None came.
The phone rang, startling him. He glimpsed the caller ID. Paramount Studios right up the street. He flipped the ringer off.
Marsha asked him again, “How’d it go?”
He got up and headed downstairs. As the first gentle touch of dawn peeked through the blackness outside, turning it a dark shade of gray, he went into the kitchen. He smiled as he opened a cupboard.
The green gin bottle grinned back at him from the top shelf.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

After thirty years as a professional musician (piano), Mike Dennis left Key West and moved to Las Vegas to become a professional poker player. He turned to writing when his first novel, The Take, was picked up by a publisher in 2009.
His second book, Setup On Front Street, was the first of a set of noir novels called Key West Nocturnes. These books will lift the veil on Key West and reveal it as a true noir city, on a par with Los Angeles, New Orleans, or Miami. The Ghosts Of Havana is the second book in that set. The third, Man-Slaughter, is coming soon.
In addition, Mike has begun the Jack Barnett / Las Vegas series, centering around a reluctant ex-private investigator in Sin City, USA. The first entry in that series, a novelette called Temptation Town, is now available. The second installment, Hard Cash, is coming soon.
Mike also has a collection of short stories, Bloodstains On The Wall. In addition, his stories have been published in A Twist Of Noir, Mysterical e, Powder Burn Flash, Slow Trains, and The Wizards Of Words 2009 Anthology.
In December, 2010, Mike moved back to Key West, where he enjoys year-round island living.
http://mikedennisnoir.com


images/calibre_cover.jpg





images/00003.jpg





