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“Hello Cave dwellers, welcome to the best of cellars….”

Brian sat at his desk, staring into space.  Coming out of his reverie, he removed a key from the inner breast pocket of his grey jacket, and, unlocking the small top drawer of his desk, withdrew the creased black and white photo Quinn had given him nearly a year ago.  Once again, as he had done so many times since first receiving the photo, he surveyed each of the young men depicted, his eyes always lingering upon one young man in particular – the leader and founder of the group, John Lennon.  There was something about this lad…perhaps it was his stance – this was a lad whose entire deportment appeared to challenge, “I dare you!”; or perhaps it was the smirk – nearly imperceptible, both seemingly cruel and amused at once; or perhaps it was the eyes – The eyes…yes, that could very well be it. They captivate so completely.  After all, the eyes, so the saying goes, are the window to the soul.  With one last glance at the photo, he returned it to the drawer, securing it with the key, which he pocketed immediately.

Leaning back in the chair, he lit a cigarette and considered his task.  Time and knowledge had rendered his duty to Tavistock a bit more palatable than when he first received his charge.  He had seen the boys in his record shop several times in the past year - sometimes as a group, at other times, on their own, or in the company of other friends. Although any exchange was kept completely innocuous, he chuckled at the memory of chastising the dark lad – George Harrison -  telling the boy that he should purchase something or move along….”You can’t just hang about here all day!” Brian snapped at him. That, however, was the extent of any actual contact he had made with any of them….until three weeks ago.

Since the summer, numerous opportunities availed themselves for Brian to initiate that critical first meeting with the boys.  However, he knew it was vital that he choose the optimum moment to do so…a responsibility that caused him no small amount of lost sleep. The timing had to be perfect, and in that area, Brian found great assistance in the acquaintance he developed with an ambitious young art student.  

At the beginning of July, Bill Harry, a student at the art school and avid fan of the flourishing local music scene, had come into the store, asking Brian to stock copies of his new publication, Mersey Beat.  When the initial stock sold so quickly, Brian placed a larger order to meet the demand of area teens hungry for news and information about their favorite bands.  By Mersey Beat’s third issue, the young businessman himself was contributing a regular column in which he reviewed the latest hit records. While the publication tracked the appearances of all local pop bands, the Beatles were featured prominently…and frequently.  Shortly after meeting Harry, Brian discovered that the Beatles were playing regularly at the Cavern Club, not even two blocks from the store, leading him to wonder if somehow the long tentacles of Tavistock had reached north to Liverpool, virtually placing the Beatles in Epstein’s backyard.  

At the start of October, the store started receiving requests for a particular record by the group – an amped-up remake of an old standard, “My Bonnie.”  The boys had recorded under the name, “The Beat Brothers,” and it wasn’t until Harry pointed out that the two groups were one in the same that Brian saw the perfect opportunity – and reason – for making a formal introduction. He had asked Bill Harry to make arrangements for him to attend a lunchtime gig at the Cavern.  So it was that he and his assistant, Alistair Taylor, arrived as “V.I.P.’s” at the Cavern on the afternoon of November 9th to watch the Beatles perform for the first time and finally introduce himself.  

The small claustrophobic space was dank and dark, smelling of an unpleasant fusion of odors - perfume, smoke, sweat, mustiness, and even urine from the constantly malfunctioning toilets.  The size of the largely female crowd was impressive, especially for an afternoon performance.  Though he tried to appear nonchalant, Brian’s heart was pounding in his ears in anticipation of that first meeting.  Shortly after he and Alistair were seated, the compere, a fellow by the name of Bob Wooler, took the stage, “Hello Cave dwellers, welcome to the best of cellars!”  The crowd roared its approval as Brian looked around nervously.  “We’ve got the hi-fi high and the lights down low so here we go!” Wooler continued, “The hands on the clock say its time to rock, and…,” the cheering of the audience faded as Wooler allowed a dramatic pause, “…we have a very special guest joining us today – give a fab Cavern welcome to Mr. Brian Epstein from Liverpool’s own North End Music Store!”  As if on cue, all heads turned in the direction of Brian and Alistair, who were both looking very conspicuous in their suits.  Brian, who was not expecting the introduction, weakly raised a hand in greeting, smiling awkwardly as the youngsters mumbled to one another.  “And now, boys and girls, it’s time for…THE BEATLES!”  Wooler shouted.  The two older men were immediately forgotten while the audience again took up the cheer as their four unlikely leather-clad heroes stumbled out onto the stage.

From the moment they entered the stage and took up their instruments, Brian sat mesmerized. Sitting there in the shadows, he felt caught up in a whirlwind of emotions as he watched the illuminated figures on the small stage – the still life of the photo virtually come to life on stage.  It was then that he realized the many ways in which the photo didn’t do them justice.   A feeling came over him…more than attraction…more than desire…he needed these boys.  He needed to be part of their lives…to be essential to them. Silently thanking Quinn, Brian vowed then and there that he was going to do everything in his power to make them the biggest thing the entertainment industry had ever encountered – even in America!  He would see to it that they would be bigger than Cliff Richard…bigger than Roy Orbison…bigger than Elvis!  His excitement was almost overwhelming, though anyone observing him at that moment would have seen nothing beyond a businessman watching a rock and roll band performing with a certain detached interest.  

He was suddenly jolted from his reverie when Alistair tapped his shoulder attempting to gain his attention.  Leaning in toward his assistant, Brian made a vain effort to hear what Alistair was saying, but it was no use – the acoustics of the small space caused the amplified music to reverberate off the low ceiling and thick stone walls.  Shaking his head, Brian mouthed “I can’t hear,” pointing to his ears.  Nodding his head, Alistair indicated that he understood and waved dismissively.  The interruption, though, prompted Brian to remember the reason he had come here, and, when he returned his attention to the boys on the stage, it was to critique, not merely admire.

As good as the Beatles were - they were not perfect.  If Brian was to effectively manage them, he would need to assess those areas that warranted improvement.  So, the rest of that afternoon, he made mental notes of ways he could improve their performance and make it more professional.  The music had a strong and steady beat, but wasn’t all that impressive.  In fairness to the lads, though, Brian had to admit, he was a fan of jazz and the classics and possessed little knowledge of - or exposure to - rock and roll. The boys had talent, charm, humor, charisma, and no short supply of sex appeal – all those elements that combine to create what was perceived in the entertainment industry to be “star quality,”  but the smoking, drinking, swearing, and chatting up of the girls from the stage had to cease.  Also, as personally appealing as the group was in their leather outfits, Brian knew that the tough “Teddy-boy” image had to go. They could never hope to be accepted into mainstream pop music the way they looked and acted now.  If Brian was going to responsible for selling these boys to the world, they were going to have to be prepared, and that was exactly what Brian perceived to be his first task as the Beatles’ manager.  

Having no experience or idea how to manage a pop group, he had done his research.  He had contacted others in the industry to determine the best way he could represent the boys.  He also spoke with their former manager, a Welshman named Alan Williams, who’d advised him angrily, “I wouldn’t touch ‘em with a fuckin’ barge pole!”  He then spoke with entertainment solicitors, and, after obtaining and reviewing a copy of a standard management contract, was appalled at the injustice toward the artistes.  If he was to manage the group, then he vowed to do it right…and fairly.  He would keep the format of the contract, but change the terms and percentages.  By the time he was done gathering all the information he could, there were only two things left to do…make the actual offer to manage them and explain his decision to his family. He had the gnawing fear that the former would be worlds easier to accomplish than the latter. 

Following the performance, with Alistair in tow, he had proceeded to the small room that served as a backstage dressing room for the groups. The scene in the small enclosure was near-frantic with all four boys talking over one another.  Nervous and uncertain as to how he could gain their attention, Brian glanced over to his assistant, who merely shrugged.  Suddenly the room went silent.

“What brings Mr. Epstein here?” George asked in his droll manner.  

Taken off guard, Brian stammered, “Ah…yes…well, hello boys.  Excellent show today…splendid.  My name is Brian Epstein…”

“We know,” John snapped.  No one else said a word.  They just looked at Brian expectantly.  If it was their intention to come across as intimidating, they were quite successful.  

Forcing a smile, Brian continued, “Quite right….and this is my assistant, Alistair Taylor.”  The boys nodded and muttered their greetings unenthusiastically.  

Finally, Paul spoke up, “What can we do fer you, Mr. Epstein?”

Of course, Brian had no intention of telling them the real reason why he was there…not then, not yet.  Instead, he responded safely and, if not quite honestly, then not dishonestly either. “Many of your fans have been coming into the store, asking for your record, ‘My Bonnie.’  I was surprised to find that it was a German export from Polydor…can you tell me about it?” he asked conversationally, all traces of his prior anxiety gone now that the discussion had turned to business.

The boys spent the next fifteen or so minutes explaining how it was that a Liverpool band came to be signed to a record label in Germany.  When they had finished explaining, Brian knew that his next task would be to extricate them from this contract so that they would be available to sign with a British label – a possibly tricky negotiation that Brian would have to handle carefully.

That first meeting ended that afternoon with a promise from Brian that he would order plenty of copies of “The Beat Brothers” record to meet their fans’ demand.  As he and Alistair offered their farewell, Paul – ever the diplomat – politely invited them back to the Cavern.  It was a perfectly opportune invitation, and Brian gave his word that he would, indeed, return.

Over the next three weeks, Brian kept his word, attending several more gigs at the Cavern - each time making sure he stopped by the small off-stage room to chat with the lads.   He knew that it was imperative he gain their trust before presenting them with any offer to manage them.  If they suspected anything during this interim, they didn’t show it.  For his own part, Brian found himself increasingly looking forward to these intimate gatherings backstage.  His initial attraction to John Lennon had grown exponentially, and he worried at times that the stolen glances, the lingering handshake, the shy smiles, and longing gazes weren’t going unnoticed, especially by John himself.  There were times, too, when Brian found himself wondering if he was imagining that John was flirting with him or if John really was.  It was those moments when Brian felt most confused and flustered.  More than just a few nights, these encounters with John would provide fodder for Brian’s sexual fantasies as he lay in his bed.  By the end of three weeks, Brian felt that he was ready to make his offer to manage the group.

The evening that he made his initial offer to manage the Beatles, Brian learned straight away what challenges were in store for him.  He had arranged for the boys to meet with him at his office above the music store.  When they arrived, Paul was not with them, but Bob Wooler was.  In what Brian was beginning to understand as typical John humor, John introduced Wooler as “me dad.”  Of course, Brian knew it wasn’t true – he’d seen Wooler at least a dozen times.  However, at that point, he was less concerned with Wooler’s presence than he was about Paul’s absence.  After waiting for twenty minutes for the remaining Beatle to arrive, George offered to ring Paul’s house.  After a brief conversation, George rang off and announced that Paul was having a bath.  Brian was livid, and made no secret of it.  

“This is unacceptable!  Completely unacceptable!  He is already late and now he shall be even later!” Brian ranted.

“Late,” George interjected dryly, “but very clean.”

They seemed to actually enjoy getting a rise out him, but Brian had the upper hand.  If they wanted success, he could help them attain it.  However, they had to decide if it was more important to get a laugh at his expense or if it was worth their while to listen to him seriously and follow his advice.  By the end of their discussion, it appeared to be a compromise – they enjoyed a good time - that was obvious - but they also realized that Brian offered the first opportunity they’d had in quite some time to move past being just a club band.  So, finally, after three weeks of courting the group, assessing them, planning for them – Brian offered to be their manager.  He’d made promises, lots of them – promises perhaps he shouldn’t have made, but, he must have said something that resonated with group as John’s response was a simple and straightforward, “Right then, Brian, manage us.”  In the end, even Bob Wooler approved.

Brian smiled as he leaned forward and stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray that was almost overflowing from use during the meeting hours earlier.  He couldn’t remember the last time he had such a feeling of anticipation and excitement.  Picking up the telephone receiver, he dialed and waited for the party on the other end to answer.  The line was answered on the third ring, and Brian stated simply, “It’s done.”

