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			Part I: 
You Know What You Could Be

			Mike Heron

			Dedicated to Corrina and Georgia. Always.

		

	
		
			Atty Watson

			It’s 1957 and I’m standing in a corner of the vast playground of George Heriot’s School in the shadow of Edinburgh Castle. I’m fifteen, it’s my first day at a new school and I don’t know anyone here. I’ve started to wonder how I’ll ever fit in when at the edge of my vision I see a small boy approaching, carrying a huge guitar. At close range I see the guitar only looks so big because he is very small indeed. Slightly out of breath he leans on his guitar case and holds out a hesitant hand: ‘Allan Coventry.’ He has sticking-up black hair, thick glasses and a toothy smile.

			Allan’s heard I play guitar and wonders how many chord shapes I’ve learnt. Chatting away about tutor books we discover we both favour the Bert Weedon method, ‘Play in a Day’. It’s the lunch break and we’re part of a sea of school uniforms. As soon as we move on to discussing what music we like, a boy of about our age comes over to join us. He’s of athletic build and dressed in a naval cadet’s uniform, which doesn’t fit brilliantly but gives him an important jaunty look. He’s in the same class as Allan so we’re introduced: ‘Atty Watson.’ Assuming he’s joined the boys’ navy I admire his outfit. ‘I’m a flyer not a floater,’ says Atty vehemently.

			Heriot’s encourages cadet membership, resulting in a playground awash with scaled-down sailors, soldiers and airmen. Unfortunately when Atty enrolled in the trainee air force there was only a sailor’s outfit available. He explains he isn’t even interested in the navy, but like us is interested in and excited about guitars, chords, tutor books and the repertoire we hope to have the day after reading Bert. We’re still talking when the bell rings, and the three of us agree to meet after school.

			Allan’s father plays double bass in a prominent Scottish country-dance band, he’s also a thriving landlord with a family home large enough to house three guitar-thrashing novices in an enormous unused room. Allan, of course, has a brand new Gibson. Luckily, after surfing the wave of the ’57 skiffle craze, cheap and nasty guitars landed in music shops. Atty and I manage to get one each.

			.

			It’s Sunday afternoon and we’re standing outside Allan’s large detached stone house on opulent Napier Terrace, clutching our cardboard triangles. A brief greeting later and we are perched on chairs (two of us have yet to get guitar straps) following Bert’s ‘how to tune your guitar’ instructions (on page two). It has taken longer than expected to learn the three chords required for our first attempt at a song, but we now feel ready for Atty to count in ‘That’ll Be the Day’. My local newsagent stocks a monthly booklet called Favourite Chart Hits. This month’s edition features Buddy Holly, Fats Domino and the Everly Brothers. It has the words of hit songs with the chord names written above, which is all we need – we already know all the tunes. We haven’t got to single note melodies yet (that’s on page 108), so I have to ‘dah dah dah diddley dah’ the solos. We are strumming the three chords: they sound right, and we’re doing our best to coordinate. Atty and I are singing the words in unison and it’s completely different to our solitary bedroom versions. Feet are tapping, half-suppressed smiles are exchanged, and everything slots together as we’d hoped. The door opens and Allan’s little sister Diane arrives and starts skipping and bopping around – our first audience.

			Elated and slightly dazed, we go our separate ways, but dream the same dream. Hordes of girls are dancing and screaming in a constantly changing sequence of concerts at famous venues. We are on a raised stage amid stacks of expensive equipment, playing dozens of chord shapes with ease. We all have guitar straps, supporting our top-of-the-range electric guitars. And really cool outfits. Banners are everywhere, shrieking out the name we came up with after hours of heated discussion: we are the one and only RAMJETS. Unfortunately though, despite the fame, Monday arrives.

			.

			At 6.30 a.m. in the kitchen at Sydney Terrace, the coffee percolator is already gurgling and wheezing on the stove. In the corner of the room between two chairs, a muslin jelly bag suspended by a walking stick is slowly dripping its contents into an enamel bowl. It could be any morning in term time; the variations are minor. Across the table the Scotsman’s pages rustle. I look up and see my father’s thin and anxious face taking in the births and deaths; a distant acquaintance has died, which just serves to point out the sameness otherwise. My father has time for his daily bowl of porridge, having prepared everything the night before. Shoes polished, briefcase stuffed with marked homework, umbrella and hat waiting by the door. He fills his Thermos flask and lights up a Capstan Full Strength. He is a serious smoker; his nickname at school is Kipper. Unlike my father, I haven’t prepared anything at all. After I transferred to Heriot’s, where he is head of the English department, the morning routine has been disturbed, and he has to tolerate my frantic five minutes of scrabbling and gathering before we hurriedly set off together.

			It’s well into autumn, so our collars are up as we wait together at the bus stop. It’s a regular service and, since he makes the journey every weekday, my father’s timing is impeccable. There is barely a minute to nod to our daily fellow travellers before our bus arrives and we climb upstairs. We always use the top deck as it’s ‘No Smoking’ downstairs. My father, of course, lights up immediately and unfurls his paper, sighing with the satisfaction of familiarity. I, on the other hand, immediately feel a bit sick; one smoker early in the morning on the top of a bus is bad enough – today there are four puffing with determination.

			It’s a two-bus journey. One takes us all the way up Regent Road and halfway along Princes Street; the other up The Mound to The Meadows. From there it’s a half-mile walk to school. We started out at 7.30 and it’s taken an hour: perfect timing. Fifteen hundred pupils need to be in the senior hall by 8.50. As we walk we become more and more engulfed by the blue, white and grey of school uniforms converging from all compass points for morning assembly. Although there’s a podium from which the headmaster will deliver his pep talk after the obligatory hymn, the entire tedious carry-on revolves around one man – head of the music department Dr Eric Smith.

			The teachers are not required to attend assembly, so when I head for the senior hall, my father climbs up to his large turret-top room. The coal fire there has been lit by the janitor at 6 a.m., and stoked at regular intervals, so that when he opens the door it’s a welcoming temperature. The fire is blazing and the scuttle full. He unscrews his Thermos, lights up, and, before there are any boys to see him, puts his feet up on a desk and plans the day’s lessons.

			By contrast, I am clinging to a lukewarm radiator in the freezing assembly hall, still feeling sick and hoping Dr Smith will choose a mellow, comforting piece of music to start the school day, and not go for anything too rumbustious. Every day he selects a suitable piece to begin the service with, and another for the boys to file out to twenty minutes later. Being the kind of person he is, ‘suitable’ tends to mean highlighting his prowess. Arms flailing, feet pounding, organ stops being pulled out like chicken feathers.

			Eric Smith is an imposing figure. In his fifties, slightly plump, today he is crammed into a maroon three-piece suit. His spiky black hair is combed back and he has just a hint of a moustache. Atty is three seats to my left and we catch each other’s eye. We are fascinated by Doc Smith. He’s a gifted musician and knows it. Atty and I have compiled a top ten of our ‘most feared exhibition pieces’. These are not evil in themselves, but become so in the context of being played in front of hundreds of cold, half-awake boys in a huge damp echo chamber. The Doc’s flamboyant delivery doesn’t help. Widor’s Symphony for Organ No. 5 is at number one.

			He raises his hands above the keyboard. We can’t look. Very gradually, though, it dawns on us that there is a sweet melody warming the chilly air. It’s a tune that sheep could safely graze to, meaning that we can slide the backs of our hands across our brows in relief. We do exactly that while standing for ‘We Plough the Fields and Scatter’. The sprint at service end, as the sound swells, is expected; the first class of the day starts in ten minutes. As Widor’s storm is brewing, Atty and I escape – bobbing on the blue sea of schoolboys, all with the same idea.

			.

			‘Have you thought about what you want to do in life, Michael?’ It’s the voice of Mr Campbell, the careers master. It’s a full-time post, though you would never guess it from his level of expertise. A burly man with unruly salt-and-pepper hair, he has gone for the smart-casual look, possibly to hint at the fun that lies ahead by making a good career choice. He’s wearing a pale-green Viyella shirt, sports jacket, slacks and suede shoes, and makes a funny crunchy noise with his knuckles while awaiting my reply.

			My response is a long time coming. I will not be mentioning the Ramjets: I know that I won’t be able to talk to him about the three fifteen-year-olds who are barely able to strum three chords in the right order, so I stop my lips from forming the word ‘music’. (Doc’s music is a serious, exam-orientated, adult kind of thing, always classical, save for a burst of Jimmy Shand on Burns Night. Preferably it involves performances of works by dead composers and should lead to a proper job with a salary.)

			Mr Campbell’s usual role is to console pupils who have failed their leaving exams and offer them an alternative route to their chosen career. In this instance, however, as I’ve been dumped from chemistry in the third year without a hope of passing even the lowliest of exams, I’ve been sent to see Mr Campbell to decide which subject will eventually enhance my leaving qualifications. Looking at his beefy expressionless face, I summon up my reply: ‘Sir, I think I need more time to find which profession most suits me. Would it be possible to have some free periods in the library for study?’ I didn’t have the slightest intention of ending up in a profession, of course, but he didn’t care. I had at least come up with something, and a look of relief crept across his face as he saw me move towards the door.

			.

			There are turrets at each of the four corners of the school, and in the centre, a large cobbled square – the quadrangle. There are cloisters under the arches on two sides. One leads to the dining room; beyond the one opposite is the cloakroom.

			With a new young cook offering a quiet revolution in the lunch hall, Atty, noticing the crowd swelling daily, sees it not so much a queue as an audience. He has mustered his puny troops and picked his day. It’s pelting down, but it’s dry under the arches and no one wants to lose their place. A captive audience.

			As the pupils begin to snake through the cloisters, from the clock tower comes the bell for the lunch break. In the cloakroom, Atty plays as much of a ‘powerchord’ as he can manage on his acoustic guitar, and all three of us sing ‘That’ll Be the Day’, frantically strumming the chord of A. When we finish the song, the cheers are thunderous. This is partly due to sheer numbers in the echoing arches, but mostly because it’s boys doing something for boys; three of the third year choosing to use their lunchtime to entertain them. The Ramjets have had their first ovation, and it feels great.

			.

			Although we hadn’t done a lot to deserve it, the roar of appreciation that day spurred us on through hours and hours of practice, after school, at weekends and in the holidays. We taped pick-ups onto our guitars, and shared ownership of some of the most abused and feeble amplifiers in existence. A five-watt Elpico, a tatty old second-hand Selmer covered with Fablon and a triangular Watkins Dominator well past any domination. Allan and Diane put on parties at their house where we could listen to records and hopefully impress girls with our versions of chart hits. We recruited a classmate, Bart Faccenda, to swell the band repertoire with Elvis vocals, his speciality. The ­popularity of dances, mostly in church halls, was steadily increasing as rock ’n’ roll tightened its grip on the youth. We felt a drummer could help us get those kinds of gigs and decided to ask Mervyn Smith to join us. Another thing in his favour was that his father owned The American Man’s shop, in Edinburgh’s East Side, which specialised in college campus-style ‘preppie’ clothes: loafers, desert-sand-coloured slacks, powder-puff-blue shirts and strangely embossed pullovers, all of which we thought pretty cool. He had an expensive drum kit and could play the drum break in the Ventures’ ‘Walk Don’t Run’, an instrumental that we liked a lot. Mervyn was small, round-faced and cuddly-looking, and when dressed from head to toe in a preppie outfit (which he usually was), looked like a little neat teddy bear.

			We persuaded the organiser of the Trinity Scout Hall dance night that he needed us to do a set when the main band took a break. Mervyn cut out a card circle that was big enough to fit his bass drum and scrawled RAMJETS on it. The banners would have to wait. I sang ‘Peggy Sue’ and ‘Oh, Boy!’, and Bart, who was the same age as us but looked a good deal older, did ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ and ‘It’s Now or Never’, with a bit of hip movement and a slightly worrying Latin lover’s sneer. The organising boy scout liked it and spread the word. Once we were on the other halls’ booking lists, the gigs kept coming: Corstorphine, Portobello, Oxgangs and, for a glimpse of life outside the circuit, the Lotus Club in Musselburgh. The audiences did contain girls. Laconic, aloof, detached sort of girls, standing around looking as if they were there by mistake. They were not the enthusiastic hormone-charged screaming girls that we had fantasised, wildly dancing their inhibitions away. A spark of hope for our future remained though, when Allan spotted a poster announcing auditions for singers and bands at the Palladium Theatre. We were there in a flash.

			When we got to the audition we found that eight girls of assorted shapes and sizes had independently decided that ‘Sailor’ by Petula Clark was the song for them. As each one stepped up to the mic the band in the pit played exactly the same intro in exactly the same key, followed by voices in a variety of timings and pitches. Then it was the turn of the groups. Three guitars, drums and a singer seemed a very popular line-up; most of them feeling ‘Lonesome Tonight’, so that by the time it got to our turn, the judges were fading fast. Bart, deciding an up-tempo number might cut through the lethargy, had launched into ‘Twenty Flight Rock’, rather than the well-rehearsed Elvis balladry we expected, leaving the band lagging a bar behind him all the way through.

			‘Next!’

			Licking our wounds in the wings, we watched silently while stack after stack of gleaming equipment was wheeled past us onto the stage. On the bass drum painted in silver, black and red was ‘SILVER DUKES’. The band followed, (surprisingly only four of them) all wearing matching tartan suits. With synchronised high kicks and fancy footwork they leapt into ‘Please Don’t Touch (I Shake Too Much)’ the lead singer vibrating violently. With the judges still out of their chairs clapping wildly, we mutually agreed to disband the Ramjets.

		

	
		
			The snow falls, each flake in its appropriate place

			I’m leaning into the sleety wind as I make slow progress up the Bridges from Princes Street. I feel like a man on a mission. I’m playing most nights with a band I’m chuffed to be in, but I’ve replaced a really talented jazz guitarist, (whose group it was ­originally), and I am clueless in the genre. I do, however, like the oddball bunch that is left: Atty on bass, Vic the drummer (no, that’s not maracas you hear, he just takes a lot of pills), lead singer Russell Fallon (bricklayer by day) and electric banjo player Andy Turner, (window-dresser by day). Andy looks like Toulouse-Lautrec and boasts a lot about his sexual activities with his circus trapeze-artist girlfriend. Atty and I are impressed. Andy Hampton, the sax player and band leader, just puts on his world-weary look and counts in with a ‘1-2-3-4 “Hallelujah I Love Her So” . . .’ We have a residency at a small but popular club, the Gamp, much to the annoyance of the Screaming Citizens, our greatest rivals. We are . . . ROCK BOTTOM AND THE DEADBEATS.

			I have press-ganged Atty into joining this expedition (he’s used to my random obsessions). As the sleet turns to snow we pass the Central School of Dance, and the memory of one of our worst ideas is stirred. Our combined pace slows noticeably.

			A couple of years earlier, to our surprise, in spite of our band appearances and general social skills, we’d experienced a scarcity of ‘girl action’. We misguidedly thought that ballroom dancing might fill the emptiness. Taking the initiative, Atty found the Edina School of Dance, and we turned up in sports jackets and brothel creepers, our hair neatly parted. Reggie (pronounced with a hard ‘g’) Harkins, an enormous Doberman at his heels, demonstrated the quickstep and foxtrot for a shilling, while Karl gazed at our fleshy legs, slobbering in anticipation. We completely failed to learn anything (fear having played its part), but our shilling had run out, and we were sent to another of his establishments, not a hundred yards away – the Central School of Dance. There, we were to practise ballroom dancing with two twenty-year-olds who were about to sit their teaching exams. Paying another two shillings enabled us to judder around the room, dancing quickstep with the girls to the ringing tones of ‘Side Saddle’ by Russ Conway.

			We did finally take our dancing to the Palais, only to find the whole place was under the spell of the Twist.

			.

			It’s great fun with the Deadbeats. Andy Hampton is older than us and, outwardly at least, more respectable, which seems to attract a good class of gig – graduations, twenty-firsts and weddings. Also his charm has earned us gigs of some diversity and calibre, including Burntisland Palais, the Edinburgh University Nigerian Union and Kirkconnel Miners’ Welfare Club. Our favourite though is the American Air Force logistics base at Kirknewton. An all-male affair in the ‘other ranks’ mess, it’s a drinking, chatting audience, but they’re appreciative of cover versions of songs by American artists. We’re able to offer our Jerry Lee Lewis, Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly and Ray Charles, ensuring our popularity and repeat bookings. This is important as, though we don’t know it, we won’t be able to taste burgers as good as theirs again in Scotland for about thirty years. The quality coffee and imported beers are welcome too, but the things that really make us desperate to return are the cocktails, which are only a shilling each: Moscow Mules, Manhattans, Whisky Sours and Vodka Gimlets.

			The band provides a lot of satisfaction; what it doesn’t do is allow for the inclusion of original songs. It’s 1962, and if people like the way we play familiar stuff, they dance. If they don’t, they talk. I’m increasingly interested in writing songs and have noticed that, when it comes to folk music, attention seems to be paid to the overall quality of a song – familiar or not.

			I have begun subscribing to an American folk audio-tape service, which, in return for a postal order, sends home-compiled reel-to-reel tapes of an obscure and sometimes downright arcane nature. Woody Guthrie describes features of the American landscape while casually playing a rustic fiddle tune. Next comes a recording of tapdancers’ clogs in Tennessee, followed by a Midwestern stockman playing a waltz on a horseshoe using a cow’s jawbone. You get the idea.

			All this is marrow to my bones. Here I am living with my parents in a stifling, middle-class part of Edinburgh and every month an alien and strangely stamped package travels halfway round the world to clunk through the letterbox. I grab it and rush to the Grundig: cowboys, dusty vistas, secret pickings and tunings, coyotes, yodelling hobos, shady groves and, above all, weirdness. I want in.

			There are treasures among the trivia, some of them still glittering for me today. Rediscovered guitarists coaxed out of obscurity: Reverend Gary Davis, Snooks Eaglin and Sleepy John Estes. Artists that weren’t well known at that time: the Carter Family, Doc Watson and Robert Johnson. And then there’s a feature that particularly gets my attention – about a guitar-playing nanny called Elizabeth Cotten.

			When Appalachian guitarist Ralph Rinzler accompanied Ewan MacColl’s singing at a Glasgow show in 1958, a bug-eyed Archie Fisher listened with amazement and begged him for the secrets of a particular technique he had used. Credited to Elizabeth Cotten, who wrote ‘Freight Train’, it’s familiar to us now through Blind Boy Fuller, Taj Mahal, Ralph McTell and countless folk floor singers. It made a lone guitar sound like a trio – walking bass line, rhythm in the middle and a melody on the treble strings. Nobody else knew how to do it then, and it made Archie the go-to guitar teacher.

			Snow-covered and numb, we’re almost there. Up Chambers Street, behind the university’s courtyard – here it is – the Crown Bar. In Gordon Simpson’s music shop, when I asked about the folk music scene, they had directed me here, to Archie’s ‘Night at the Crown’.

			Phase One of the mission is complete. Inside now, we take in our surroundings – crowded, bright, noisy and hot. Noticing that no one is drinking anything other than beer, Atty shuffles through bodies to the counter, bringing back two pints. The steam rising from us mingles with the fug of tobacco smoke on its way up to the yellow flaking ceiling. The central herd is conservatively dressed and exclusively male, but around the fringes are little clumps of would-be bohemians of both sexes, slouched at tables and looking exotic and alluring. Without a word we surreptitiously edge outwards. That’s when we see the open door and a girl at a table taking admission money for the folk club. We advance, holding two shillings. And we’re in! It’s full but we find a table at the back to lean against. At the front of the room is a wide strip of clear space serving as a stage. On it are two microphone stands, two wooden kitchen chairs and a bar stool. There is no stage lighting, but the ceiling lights are angled to focus on that part of the room. From our table, even though it’s dim around us, we can see that the audience is the reverse of those out in the bar. Apart from a sprinkling of Aran sweaters, sports jackets and pipes (uniform of the strict traditionalists), all is bohemian. Some are folkniks by night, some are deeply rooted in beatness, but none is as genuine-looking as the young man now clambering onto the stool. He’s the real deal.

			Lanky, thin and pale with an orange–yellow mane flowing over his grey flannel shirt, his outfit has been carefully selected from second-hand shop rails: herringbone tweed waistcoat, orange-and-black kipper tie and baggy olive-green cords. His legs end in brown moccasins that he’s obviously made himself. He is a tall man, but a bit stooped and lopsided with an awkward gait. Wearing a look of someone wise beyond their years, he perches on the stool, his banjo nestled so fondly in his lap that it seems part of him. Tilting his head a little, a dreamy expression on his face, with a half-wink he casts a knowing look around the rapt audience and launches into ‘The Spaniard that Blighted My Life’.

			‘Ladies and Gentlemen, that was his first performance at The Crown, let’s hear it for . . . Clive Palmer.’

			Forgetting my urgent clawhammer instruction needs, I sidle through the wildly applauding throng, acutely aware that my white office shirt, cavalry twills and school raincoat can’t even touch the hem of flamboyance. Nonetheless I’m determined to meet this otherworldly troubadour. I want to tell him how his performance has catapulted me out of my folk comfort zone, how I always hated banjos until I heard his, and how I will never miss an opportunity to see him play again. What I secretly want to ask him is what made him so charismatic and could he please be my friend and provide me with a passport to the beatnik underworld? I don’t quite reach him though before the next performer moves towards the stage. Introduced as Robin, he is obviously a regular, and requests reverberate when he reaches the microphone. He has slightly long fair hair, a pink complexion and the beginnings of a pointy beard. He looks more poet than minstrel in his tweed jacket, jeans and black waistcoat. Singing with a Scots burr and a serious expression, he plays skilful guitar accompaniments to English and Irish songs. He ends with jigs and reels played on the whistle. I leave him and Clive in mutual appreciation and rejoin Atty, who looks as if he’s rather enjoyed his brief folk sojourn.

			I never did miss the opportunity to see Clive play; but it wasn’t enough. His charisma remained a mystery. We became close friends, and the passport was delivered . . .

		

	
		
			Billy

			Clive’s friend Billy is a drug-dealer. He sells hashish and there are only a few that do in early-sixties Edinburgh, but to bundle him in with them would be misleading. What he deals in is the gratification of the senses; no shabby backstreet exchanges for him. Just gaining entry to his flat is not a given. I climb the stairs. Thanks, Clive.

			A record of Dylan Thomas reading A Child’s Christmas in Wales is resonating deeply. The room is all cushions and Persian carpets dominated by a central hookah. The walls are totally covered with collages made from Sunday supplements, rare posters, Chinese calligraphy, Japanese ink-sketched scrolls, album covers and mosaics. There is not a cushion unlittered by beautiful people. Espresso is sipped, Turkish delight and baklava nibbled. In the corner sits a decadent-looking Clive.

			Through flat-sharing in Glasgow, London, Paris and St Ives over the years, Clive and Billy couldn’t know each other any better. They know what the other is going to say before it registers as a thought on his face. But with this closeness comes a certain tension: they’ve quietly slipped away from each other many times, and quietly returned.

			One Dylan is replaced by another when Billy’s girlfriend Maggie arrives with Bob’s first album and puts it on the turntable. I’ve already choked on my first ever joint and am stoned out of my muffin, rather like the whole room, which is held by this music, astonished and silenced: transfixed . . . When the record ends Billy decides to become master of ceremonies. He’s imposing, tall and muscular with long thick black hair. Wearing the leader’s uniform – which is a cross between a poncho and a magician’s cloak – he organises a game that involves everyone sitting in a circle and facing inward with their eyes closed. Everyone of course but Billy, who paces round the circle slowly and menacingly for what seems like ages till finally he taps the chosen one’s head with a rolled-up newspaper. We all shriek nervously with paranoia coursing through our veins. It still seems to beat parental Ludo hands down. Everything is brought to a close by Clive singing ‘Blues My Naughty Sweetie Gives to Me’. It seems oddly normal.

			I’m back at the drug emporium two days later. I don’t want to appear too eager or addicted. It’s not so packed this time: there are only a couple of freaky blokes and two pretty girls with long dark hair, enormous black eyes and Bulgarian embroidered blouses. Clive is in a corner doing macramé. At his feet are little bits of thonged leatherwork, tiny Japanese boxes woven from bamboo and whittled wind-instrument reeds. I’m just about to remark on how good he is with his hands when he picks up his new construction and produces a wailing noise. It’s a set of bagpipes made out of pyjamas and hollowed-out bones he’s found in the woods. They sound okay. They sound amazing, considering.

			Clive introduces me to Eddie, a very thin chap with a fertile waist-length dark red beard. He’s wearing a homemade version of seventeenth-century Highland dress, and his sporran is stuffed with the wherewithal for joint-making, which is exactly what he is currently doing. As I’m leaving two or three hours later, I realise it is not just lack of people that has made the flat more spacious: it has also been the subject of extreme tidying and cleaning. Gone is the hookah as are most of the cushions, and in their place are a dozen bales of expensive-looking tweed. I’ve learned enough about this place to know not to ask.

			I wait a whole week before my next visit, just to show that I see it as no big thing to have been accepted as one of them (it is!). This has allowed enough time for the transformation of the front room into a bespoke tailors’ salon. In the centre is Clive, tape measure draped around his neck, pencil in clenched teeth, scissors in hand. He is flanked by his assistants – Eddie (in full regalia) and Billy. They are fluttering around a light-brown houndstooth tweed suit (which is being tried on by a stiff-looking city gent) making last-minute adjustments. The penny drops. The arrival of a lot of Harris Tweed from God-knows-where has triggered entrepreneurial thoughts in the trio. Clive’s ‘good with his hands’ skills can be put to use by making it known that his made-to-measure suits and quality of cloth are second to none and available at a reasonable price. So, last-minute tweaks are done, much money is paid and hands are shaken. We run to the window and listen to his descending footsteps on the stair, restraining our whoops. Now the main door opens and he walks pompously off down the street where first a penny-sized circle appears on his backside, then a broad band of white, then no trousers and . . . behold, a Y-fronted city gent. Time to pull the curtains and lock the door.

			In the dark and battened-down room, there is no escape from the dominating presence of the tweed money. After ten tense minutes Billy pockets it blatantly. He morphs into a military commander in a crisis. On the turntable, at low volume, is Ravi Shankar. Deep bending growling notes are squeezed out as, from a still place, he steels himself for the emotions of the developing raga, providing us with a temporary shelter from the storm. Billy comes to a decision: he dispatches Clive to a safe house in Kirkcaldy, Eddie to friends in Skye, and beckons me to the back room.

			He wants to let me know he’s worried about my artistic progress and concerned that I’m not playing to consciousness-awakened beatnik types, but to lushes in bars who are numbing out the world. I have found this to be a common theme, the smokers versus the drinkers. Billy comes up with a plan that will expand my audience among the like-minded. We could go down to Brighton he says, and busk on the beach, ‘Why not bring your friend Mike Smith (drinking buddy of mine, music fanatic and recent hash convert) along?’ Noticing I looked slightly hesitant he continued: ‘C’mon, man, only two or three days, you could do with an adventure.’

			It occurs to me that he needs to get away from the house, do something to make the tailoring money disappear, and maybe buy drugs to sell on. Although slightly nervous, I am feeling ready for some expansion and Mike had just left his job at the bank. So off we hitch.

			The solo busking on the beach goes surprisingly well, though I can’t imagine how these people have any money to spare – they’re all roll-ups, patches and sleeping bags – but they’re generous, enter into the spirit of things and the coins keep chinking in. There’s not a lot of competition as there are only two others: a girl with a tambourine, singing and soft-shoe shuffling on the shingle, and an older guy in a suit playing a twelve-string. I form an impromptu trio with them and briefly discuss repertoire. Beginning with ‘Jug of Punch’ and ‘Wild Rover’, we are soon across the pond doing ‘Blueberry Hill’ and ‘My Blue Heaven’.

			The sun goes down. Billy, Mike and I are sitting on a wall eating fish and chips in the moonlight. Unfolding a hand-drawn map, Billy shows us the way to his friend Rob’s cottage, which is where we can stay the night. It’s a complicated route, and an hour later, burdened by backpacks, sleeping bags and a guitar, we are still climbing over fences, stepping in puddles, and trudging through ploughed fields. As we get within sight of the railway station, Billy triumphantly points to a red-and-brown railway carriage in a siding. ‘There, that’s where we’re staying. We’ve found it.’ Mike and I look incredulously at each other. ‘We thought you said cottage,’ we say weakly in one voice. ‘No – I definitely said carriage.’

			Once inside the carriage, Mike and I immediately discover that the moon can’t penetrate the gloom, neither can the Woolworths torch we’ve remembered to bring with us. With no food, water, heat or experience, we are the definition of hopeless. Also, Billy is looking restless and we are sure he’ll abandon us in the night and head for the money-laundering opportunities that surely teemed in the backstreets of London.

			What keeps us both awake all night though is our upbringing. We’ve been taught to be terrified not only of the dark and the unknown, but also the unlawful. To add to our fear we quickly realise that this is not an abandoned carriage, it’s just parked up in a siding and could be hooked to a moving train as we sleep.

			As the sun rises, we see that Billy has indeed slipped away. Mike and I scramble to the nearest main road. Shabby, tired and hungry, we are nonetheless hopeful of a lift. We review our weekend. It has certainly been different – part uncomfortable, part gratifying, part challenging, part rewarding, part initiation. Well, on second thoughts, maybe all initiation.

			Mike suggests it may have brought us closer to the circle of interesting druggie friends who have Billy at their centre. We are trying to persuade ourselves that this is a good thing when a lorry pulls up.

			It’s 5 a.m. on Monday morning when I get back to my parents’ house. There are three bottles of milk on the doorstep; I take them into the kitchen and find the cornflakes. I look around but nothing feels, looks or sounds as familiar as I was expecting. I wonder if the path of my life has shifted – or if I simply haven’t arrived back yet. I’m not standing at the crossroads, but there is a change in how I see things moving and what they might be moving towards. As I pull the not-entirely-familiar sheets back on my bed I remember I’m due at the office in four hours, and then I wonder where I told my parents I was going for the weekend. Then sleep intervenes.

		

	
		
			Climbing Up These Figures

			As my last teenage year began slipping away, the answer to Mr Campbell’s question ‘Have you thought about what you want to do in life, Michael?’ was still ‘no’. My father’s position as head of the English department had helped me to hide away in the library for longer than would usually have been possible. I managed to keep a low profile at school in the daytime, while playing in assorted bands at night. I hadn’t stacked up enough grades for a university place, and, although thirsty for knowledge, had failed to organise my subjects along any kind of career path. I was beginning to notice, with dismay, that everyone around me at school seemed to know what they wanted to do in life, and had taken steps towards achieving it. With the possible exception of Atty. We had remained unlikely friends ever since his rescue mission in the school playground; sporty, confident, practical and popular, Atty was everything I wasn’t. Even tall. What we shared however were passions for rock ’n’ roll, and girls. Being able to turn his hand to most things, Atty had more choice about his future than I did – my plans were limited to avoiding any responsibility (including a proper job) and being in a band. I wasn’t travelling the path to a respectable career in music or achieving anything that would satisfy my increasingly frustrated parents, but it was only when we discovered we were the oldest boys still at school that Atty and I knew it really was time for serious decisions. Instead, we secretly clubbed together and bought a wreck of a Morris Ten with the idea of using it to pile our rickety gear into and get ourselves to gigs. To break it in we decided to drive 350 miles down the A1 and watch the motor racing at Silverstone. We took turns driving, and on the way back, by the time we reached Scotch Corner found ourselves discussing the finer details of our exhausted hallucinations. Arriving in Edinburgh very late on Sunday Atty dropped me off at Sydney Terrace, where I was surprised to find a real rectangle of white paper on my pillow.

			Dear Michael,

			Your father has formally notified the school that you have left. Together, we have selected an accountancy firm where you will start your new job tomorrow.

			Love Mum

			PS More details at breakfast.

			To say this was unexpected would fall short of the impact it had on me.

			I had been indentured in my absence to an office for five years at a salary of twenty-five pounds a month. Having no aptitude for either maths or business, accountancy seemed a puzzling choice.

			.

			From 42 Castle Street the view is spectacular, dipping out over Edinburgh’s New Town, past Goldenacre and Leith to the Firth of Forth and the Kingdom of Fife beyond. This is the address of William Home Cook and Co., where, along with my fellow accountancy apprentices, Derek and Dave, I inhabit the junior loft. It’s a large room stretching under the eaves, painted a municipal green, with three tables facing into the centre. There’s not a lot of window light but, if you squeeze into the east-facing bay and squint, you can catch the sparkle of the Forth. There is a constant acrid smell, a mixture of overheated Bakelite fittings and unsafe gas-fire fumes. In the corner, on the brown cracked lino, is a green metal filing cabinet. On top are twodozen identical green cups and saucers waiting to be filled with stewed tea. We only cater for the male staff. Women meet in the basement. Eleven o’clock and I’m making tea instead of learning the mysteries of accountancy.

			Gerry Ellis was my boss, or at least I think he was – he certainly acted that way. Nobody explained the office pecking order, so I just went along with it. He was one of the mid-rankers, not a chartered accountant, but with the equivalent Irish qualification. This didn’t sit well with some of the old-school-tie brigade, who called him Gerry, not Mister like his peers. Big, broad and brash, he resembled a jolly but humourless farmer. He would often make personal remarks that even if they had been intended as jokes would have only been marginally acceptable. They weren’t, and you would look in vain for a smile. When we heard his brogues slowly clumping up the four flights to our eyrie, we knew we had time to prepare ourselves for the expected onslaught. His heavy voice would boom out: ‘Heron, you can do nothing right!’ Plastered-down grey hair, red face, bulging veins – no smile. Had he only been referring to the cup of tea I was handing him, he would have had a point, but, of course, he wasn’t.

			When Gerry wasn’t being my boss, Mr Millar was. In my five years at the office, I never once saw them in conversation, and can’t imagine what shared interest they could have had. Mr Millar was slight, with wispy, dull, thinning ginger hair. His skin was pale, with freckles on his face and arms. He was a product of the RAF. He was so much a product of the RAF that, as he stood meekly in the office, wearing his ill-fitting suit, dangling his briefcase, he looked so out of place that it made you want to hand him a spanner, dust off his blue dungarees, and send him back in time twenty years to the Air Force engineering unit. An innate tinkerer, he always looked as if he’d just emerged from under a car bonnet, oil-sprinkled and stained, with his pipe clamped in his mouth. It never seemed to be lit and most of the time was being fiddled with either in or out of his mouth. It had its own maintenance kit, which meant that working alongside Mr Millar involved a great deal of time observing his tapping, polishing and grinding activities. Tiny screwdrivers, pincers, rasps and pipe cleaners were scattered on his desk among the receipts, cheque stubs and staples.

			Mr Millar had been using RAF slang for decades and it had welded itself to his core. We juniors began gently imitating him. Then Gerry joined in with a cruel slant. It soon stretched from the typist pool in the basement to the partners on the third floor and gradually became habit, rather than mimicry, engulfing the firm from bottom to top.

			We juniors really liked Mr Millar – he didn’t shout at us, humiliate or patronise us, and was generally patient and friendly. There was a hint of a ‘generation gap’, but what kept us from being close was his strange personal world. It seemed to contain tinkering, Air Force slang, a hatred of accountancy and not a lot more. Derek, Dave and I persisted in trying to find topics that would lead to a conversation, but we couldn’t get Mr Millar going, and he would never talk about his past or family life. He did have a stab at breaking the ice on a number of occasions, but his opening gambit always came from so deep inside his personal world that it just hung in the air while we struggled to relate to it, let alone respond.

			In our loft, behind a peeling shutter, was an already-peeled Brigitte Bardot. A faded poster of a pose by the seashore, reminding us that previous batches of apprentices had amused themselves while waiting to serve up the tea. Sometimes one of the seniors, arriving for his break, would playfully flick open the shutter while we laughed dutifully. On one such occasion Mr Millar looked at us three and said in a matter of fact tone: ‘My wife’s dumphies are like two fried eggs.’ Those words, unreplied to, remained suspended above the teacups and digestive biscuits until the day I left William Home Cook and Co.

			.

			Comptometers were an essential part of office life in the sixties. They looked like oversized typewriters, but had a numerical keyboard. The majority of trainees were typists who emerged from their courses as comptometer operators able to skilfully add, subtract, multiply and divide large figures. William Home Cook and Co. had two comps – Pat and Helen. Pat came in on the SMT bus every morning from a small village outside Edinburgh, and was greeted by Gerry in a gentlemanly and chivalrous manner, which only appeared smarmy next to his usual rough demeanour. Pat was small, thin and frail-looking, with straw-coloured hair and little round spectacles. She was maybe twenty, but looked younger, and seemed happy to have an office father figure in Mr Ellis.

			We never got to know Helen’s age: she kept it securely in a deposit box, along with her lack of confidence, vulnerability and self doubt. For day-to-day convenience, we juniors assumed thirty-two, but would never have said so publicly. She would breeze in an hour late, unkempt, and tottering through a cloud of stale perfume, cigarettes and gin, and not an eyebrow would be raised. The more accomplished of the comps, the time she saved was of such value to the firm that she could get away with murder, and even the partners, unused to uninhibited women at work, were a bit scared of her.

			Helen tirelessly promoted her femme fatale image. Her out-of-office world was populated with stories of glamorous millionaires, gangsters and princes, gambling and dancing till dawn. Thankfully, however, being ten years younger than her, we were spared intimate details of her relationships. Of course, we only ever met the ‘morning after the night before’ Helen, talking incessantly, spilling out of her low-cut blouse as she clanked away at the comp machine, charm bracelet swinging in time. Her hair, various shades of orange and ginger, was severely scrunched into a bun on top of her head – a marmalade kitten in a net. Her small, heavily made-up eyes blinked out from a white shiny face, its skin stretched tight by the bun.

			Our main loft activity was adding up columns of figures, which, in the era before calculators, was really tedious. Comps obviously could have done our loft assignments, but the seniors were always at the front of the queue with more sophisticated calculations and we were kept busy with the dross. Sheets of numbers would arrive for us to tot up, until we were deemed responsible enough to compile the columns ourselves from piles of receipts. The process was completed when we had ticked the column and stamped the receipt. This was the bread and butter of William Home Cook and Co. and was so important it had its own name: ‘Stamp and Vouch’. It even got taken on the road.

			External audits fell into two categories for us. There were companies within striking distance of Edinburgh, which for me usually meant travelling there and back on the same day in Mr Millar’s sputtering Morris Minor. But there were also the seemingly more exciting jaunts by train to the station hotels in Inverness, Dingwall and Dundee. These didn’t come my way till my fourth year, and I quickly learned that plusses came with minuses.

			.

			My interest in hashish had been reawakened by the Brighton episode, and was nurtured by the Edinburgh folk scene, where it was prevalent. On one of my visits to Billy I found the front room was dominated by a large Heath-Robinson-type water pipe that he had constructed from laboratory equipment. At its centre was a huge glass flagon filled with water; plastic tubing sprouted out of its neck along with a clay pipe-bowl filled with a tobacco and hash mixture. Clamps and clips held it all together and it worked fine. Billy was pleased with it, as were the four other people in the room, and he casually remarked that he had made a small portable version which could be assembled and dismantled in minutes. It worked well too he said, and only needed a milk bottle, tubing and silver foil. I tucked this information away.

			.

			One long Friday afternoon, Dave Clyne, Helen and I were told by Gerry that the following week we would all travel by train to Perth for a five-day audit of the Hydroelectric Board.

			We had gathered at Waverley station, Dave and I out of breath from taking turns carrying the comp machine the mile from the office. We both always managed to look shambolic, even when suited and combed, but Mr Ellis looked smart in a countrified way, as if ready for a day at the races. Helen, in a purple figure-hugging suit, had things that looked like chopsticks sticking out of her bun, jangling gold-coloured jewellery and a pink overnight bag. I would have liked to bring my guitar to play in my room after long days at the Hydroelectric Board. (I’d wavered in my early resolve to attempt to take the office seriously by this time, and was musically moonlighting like mad.) Dave, though, pointed out the likelihood of an apoplectic Gerry if I rolled up at the station carrying a guitar case covered with CND stickers. He had a point. However, I’d remembered Billy’s pipe construction and rinsed out a milk bottle, which was now in my suitcase under my pyjamas, with a length of tubing and a roll of tin foil. On top of my pyjamas were the I Ching and a selection of Basho’s haikus. Nestling amongst them was a necessary bundle of incense sticks. This’ll pass the evenings, I thought, fingering the nugget of Lebanese in my pocket.

			We chugged over the Forth Bridge in a fug (smoking was mandatory in the mid-sixties). Gerry was in one window seat reading the Irish Times, I was opposite, reading Jack Kerouac; Helen was in the corner of the compartment touching up her make-up; Dave nodding off. Holding up his newspaper, Gerry’s huge fingers were discoloured butcher’s sausages, blotchy red-and-purple-looking, as if made of some synthetic substance. Helen had added the Eiffel Tower to her charm bracelet. It was perched next to a swallow, and they jingled all the way to Perth as she filed and painted her nails. The two soldiers stuck between us sat bolt upright, stock-still and silent for the entire journey.

			The first time Dave and I had been sent off on an external audit, we were delighted to be out in the world during office hours. Anticipating being welcomed into a different working environment (perhaps even with coffee and cake), we were looking forward to fresh new faces; some of them maybe girls’ faces or those of blokes we could have a pint with. We naively imagined a world awaiting our whim and forgot that three clueless strangers poking around your workplace in the hope of finding errors, inadequacies or perhaps even embezzlement was more likely to qualify for ‘worst nightmare’ status.

			We learned, though, to get used to being hated and so, as we gazed at the grey bulk of the Perth Hydroelectric offices, we were certain no comfort beckoned. It made no difference that we were a totally hopeless investigation team: me half-stoned, Dave on the lookout for girls, and the bumbling blustering Mr Ellis. No, that just made us a needless annoyance, intruding on well-rehearsed daily routines. All we did was stamp and vouch, and make an occasional fruitless enquiry. I dreamed of my milk bottle, Dave of girls in the typing pool (that he didn’t have to walk home very far), and I’m happy to leave Gerry’s dreams unruffled.

			It was very different for Helen. Doors were thrown open and she trotted through them to a warm embrace, chocolates and flowers. The international league of comptometer operators welcomed one of their own. They were a powerful sisterhood, united by secrets. We were excluded. I imagined that after work they went for a meal, on to the cinema and then downed gin-and-orange and blue lagoons in bulk, while flirting haughtily through the night. However, even as the sisters sipped their cocktails they knew their days were numbered and couldn’t last – computers were already planning a coup, But it looked like the high life from our three lonely rooms in the Station Hotel.

			I found the boredom, noise and hostility that made up our working day stressful, and the sound of my hotel room door closing behind me had become something to look forward to. Alone and relaxed, though, I immediately missed my guitar. There was plenty of music in my head, but none in the air. Radio Luxembourg 208 metres medium wave on my transistor would have been nice, but the signal was dire. Instead, as the milk bottle gurgled and bubbled, I let the stillness engulf me, and I floated with the thin, blue curl of incense smoke. I opened On the Road at the dog-eared pages that marked my favourite chapter and waited for my surroundings to fade – as they always did. Yes, there was Jack in the bus station, there was Teresa; they were trembling towards their destiny.

			Terry was a Mexican girl

			Movin’ hips like a cheap sharp pachuco

			Giving me sidelong looks,

			Every mile down the loneliness of Route 66.

			And always those big blue eyes

			Got space like an airman’s dreams

			Calling me close to her

			Just to lay my head in her long black hair

			Terry was a Mexican girl,

			We got close as the airbrakes sighed

			I knew she was my kinda girlsoul

			Just to anchor my heart on the lonely sad American road

			Let’s hitch out to Bakersfield right now

			Get stoned on wine and mambo rhythms

			In a shack out in Mextown

			We’ll make wild love all night.

			Transported – immersed in the give and take of emotions – the whole glorious unfolding. I had been in this place countless times before though, and sensed a change – the balance of loneliness to freedom had tipped in favour of loneliness, and I really missed Michelle. The angel face of Terry had been replaced by the angel face of Michelle.

			I had seen Michelle around the Edinburgh coffee bar scene. She and her friend Nina hung out mostly with the hip ‘Stafford crowd’ in the West End. They were both small and pretty and swanned around together in identical outfits in the style of Juliette Gréco, whom I’d always imagined to be quite tall. Easy to spot in black polo-neck pullovers, tiny black skirts and black stockings, they styled their long black hair with a deep fringe that was cut straight across, just above the eyebrows. The sight of them together (which was how they always seemed to be), sashaying adroitly between coffee tables, Cocktail Sobranies held aloft, was enough to wither any ‘cool’ that Atty and I could lay claim to. Cleverly we avoided them.

			After work that pivotal Friday, when Gerry had made his Perth announcement I had been thinking of the week ahead as I ambled along Princes Street. Suddenly my daydream was nudged by a soft French accent with just a hint of huskiness, and there was Michelle. With a disarming smile and mild flattery, she recalled seeing me play at the Crown Bar. The assumptions I’d made about her being cold and aloof dissolved as she slipped her arm through mine and we strolled along slowly while I fell in love with her voice.

			We left Princes Street, going down Regent Road and along Meadow­bank till we reached the greenness of Queen’s Park. We told our stories as we walked – she was the same age as me, but had put her days to fuller use. I was beginning to feel very close to her, but had no idea what she was feeling – maybe the arm-linking was a polite Continental sort of thing (like kissing on the cheek), and didn’t indicate romantic interest or even affection. Exploring what links we had in common, Billy came up in conversation, and by some secluded rocks she fished out a joint from her bag.

			In that still, warm air that lingers at the end of a bright spring day, time did that stretching and widening thing it does when around marijuana. I explained how I’d ended up in the office, and she sketched her divorce, her little boy, her parents and the friends she had here in Edinburgh. We moved on to our shared taste in books, paintings and music, and I got to look into her eyes for what seemed like for ever – space like an airman’s dreams.

			.

			Friday came at last and it was time for the jaded loft-dwellers to return to the office and prepare for the annual exams. I could hear my mother’s voice saying the same thing she had before every exam approached, advising me just to get the letters after my name – and then do what I wanted. Maybe it was the quiet evenings alone in a hotel room, the hash pipe might have helped, but the lion of truth was suddenly there and rampant. I had taken five years to stop lying to myself and own up to something. What was the point of the final exam? I was never going to use that virtual badge: C.A.

			My indenture was truly vanquished.

			Climbing up these figures, the sun is tugging at my shoulder,

			And every step I take, I think my feet are getting older.

			Come dip into the cloud-cream lapping,

			I can’t keep my hand on the plough because it’s dying

			But I will lay me down

			With my arms around a rainbow

			Oh I will lay me down to dream.

			At Waverley station a deliciously unfamiliar lightness caressed me as I glided down the platform, a few strides behind my team members. I didn’t have to report back to the office like them, I could just keep walking. Then I spotted Dave’s Edinburgh girlfriend standing at the ticket barrier ahead. Next to her was the shadowy but instantly recognisable figure of Michelle under a wide-brimmed black hat. A radiant smile lit up her face, and the glow of the Gauloises tip in her waving hand melted my heart.
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