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         Tully Dawson made himself new to the world, and ripe for the glories of that summer, by showing he was unlike his father. It wasn’t a matter to fight over: some families are made up of strangers and nothing can change it. But I think it always bothered Tully that Woodbine couldn’t cheer him on when he came by the football field to watch the game. The old man would only shake his head in a know-all way and stare at the Firth of Clyde with an injured look. Tully had named him after the cigarettes; they all had their nicknames, those reluctant fathers. They sat at home opening cans of lager and cursing our Saturday nights. I suppose we could have drifted over to the touchline and asked his opinion, but being young is a kind of warfare in which the great enemy is experience. Our cheeks burned and we watched him walk towards the unstained light of the harbour.

         Nineteen eighty-four was the end of old Woodbine, or 1985, when the strike ended and the Ayrshire men returned one by one to the pits, met at the gates by women giving out carnations. The miners had fought hard, but they were all sacked within a month. ‘He takes his shame out on us,’ Tully said. ‘I suppose Thatcher never really got it about the enemy within.’ And that comment was pure Tully. You could imagine  how his whole spirit, as well as his famous good looks and his green eyes, came from a dream of the freedom that existed just beyond his dad. But the photographs tell a sadder story – the saddest one – because Woodbine had green eyes too.

         Irvine New Town, east of eternity. Tully was twenty years old and a lathe turner. He impersonated Arthur Seaton from Saturday Night and Sunday Morning by taunting his boss all week and drinking pints of Black and Tan all weekend. He looked like Albert Finney, all slicked-up hair, but in Tully’s case spiked with soap. At that time, he had the kind of looks that appeal to all sexes and all ages, and his natural effrontery opened people up. He was in a band, obviously. They had sprung into existence the previous winter. They were called the Bicycle Factory, another Saturday Night reference, and would later flirt with success and change their name several times as Tully went from singer to drummer. When people asked why he was so often the best man at weddings, it was clear they hadn’t known Tully Dawson in his prime. He had innate charisma, a brilliant record collection, complete fearlessness in political argument, and he knew how to love you more than anybody else. Other guys were funny and brilliant and better at this and that, but Tully loved you. He had the leader thing, when he was young, the guts of the classic frontman, and if any of us got together we instantly wanted to know where he was. Some people gain that status with power or with money, but Tully did it with pure cheek. His brighter language made older people seem dull. His dad wanted to constrain the future with robotic disappointment, drinking all day at the  Twa Dogs, and Tully was ready for flight. He wasn’t so much the butterfly as the air on which it travels. And that summer he was ready for an adventure beyond the Ayrshire hedges.

         
            *

         

         I wasn’t meant to go to university. We weren’t that kind of family. Very soon, we weren’t any kind of family at all. My dad wandered off in search of himself – ‘You might begin by looking up your own backside,’ said my mother, Norma – then she decided that the life of the single mother was not for her, and flitted to Arran. I think they had a slightly exaggerated sense of my self-sufficiency (I’d just turned eighteen) yet it was consistent with their behaviour all through my childhood, falling apart or bolting. My mum and dad imagined I would love swanning about in a council house by myself. In fact, I spent more and more time at Tully’s, and within a few weeks I felt I was finished with them.

         ‘I’ve divorced my mum and dad,’ I said to Tully one night at the pictures. It was Mona Lisa for the umpteenth time.

         ‘Don’t be daft,’ he said. ‘They’ll be back – like Arnie.’

         ‘Nope. I’m not having them back. It’s the solo life now.’

         ‘No way.’

         ‘I’m serious. They can pay the bills for a few months and then that’s that. They never wanted to be in a family and they’ve tortured each other for years. I’ll stay until I go to uni. That’s the end of it, man. They fucked it.’

         ‘Stay at mine whenever you like. If you don’t want to stay just come over for your dinner. My mum loves you.’

          ‘Thanks, mate.’

         He leaned over and kissed me right on the forehead.

         ‘You’re in charge, Noodles. Do your life your own way.’ I didn’t know I wanted approval until Tully gave it to me. I didn’t know life could be like that. It was part of the teenage dream, to find a pal who totally noticed you.

         ‘Do you think Bob Hoskins is a family man?’ I asked.

         ‘In dreams,’ Tully said, staring at the screen. ‘Everybody is, in dreams.’

         That was just the latest change: the divorce. I’d always been bookish. I was one of those kids who bumped into lamp posts on the way back from the library. I read all the books they had, including the Zane Greys and the Mills & Boon. I read bird-watching books and tomes on French wine and the history of scent. I didn’t know what to do with it all, yet it somehow embroidered an image of the future.

         I’d gained courage from a lovely teacher, Mrs O’Connor, who taught English at St Cuthbert’s, a Catholic secondary in the middle of a housing estate. Poor old St Cud’s. The nuns, with the grace of God, fought a hard battle against the popularity of Buckfast Tonic Wine, and readied us for a world in which piety might make up for a lack of basic arithmetic. Each year, the boy who wasn’t expelled and the girl who wasn’t pregnant became joint dux, and the football team added to its fame for rioting in nearby towns. The idea at home had been that I’d get out of school as fast as I could and get a job. And so, the year before that final summer, when I was seventeen, I’d gone for an interview in the office of a fence-building firm  down by the railway station. To be honest, it was a Portakabin, or a kennel if I’m more honest, and it smelled of ancient socks and roll-ups.

         The day of the interview, I arrived wearing a borrowed suit with a book jutting out of one pocket. It was a hot day for once. I wore some fat old tie of my dad’s – I think the tie was older than I was – and my hair was slick with a gel called Country Born.

         ‘What d’you want?’ the foreman asked. He had a scoundrel’s face and there was something swampy about his shirt.

         ‘I was at the Jobcentre. You advertised for an office assistant.’

         ‘We just want a wee lassie to make the tea.’ I saw the calendars of topless women on the walls and took a deep breath.

         ‘I can make tea,’ I said.

         ‘What’s that in your pocket?’ I pulled out the paperback. I swear to God it was a tattered copy of Nausea by Jean-Paul Sartre. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he said. ‘Away you to university or something. Wasting my time.’

         ‘It’s only a book,’ I said. ‘It’s about existentialism.’

         He grimaced. He wheezed. And a part of my library-haunting self will always be stranded there, in a cabin without air, in a world without God, as that foreman howls and gasps and slaps his knee. In a moment, he was bent double, coughing hard, as I retreated to a sticky door plastered with images of Samantha Fox.

         In my life at that time, Mrs O’Connor was the voice of reason. I remember watching her as if her entire ethos, her confidence in the face of adversity, her femininity, might  travel over the classroom like her perfume, and refresh me. She stood tall and resplendent in a red cardigan and glowed with her love of metaphors. She had a tenderness towards weirdos, a kind of therapeutic belief in the value of being extravagantly yourself, and I often sought her out, even when it wasn’t the English period. The school was full of kids who’d forgotten their books and hated lessons, and she stood at the front of the room with a volume of Shakespeare held up, daring one or two of us to suspend our disbelief and make a plan. The day after my failed interview I told her I couldn’t even get a job as a fencer’s dogsbody, and she sat me down at one of the desks. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘you love observing people and talking back, but the truth is you’ve read more books than I have.’

         I can still see her red hair with the light behind it, the sun pouring through the window of the classroom where she plied her trade in sensitivity.

         ‘You must have read some,’ I said, ‘to end up in this dump.’

         ‘I’ve never read like you do,’ she said. ‘Henry James. E. M. Forster. Stuff like that. Why are you going for daft job interviews? You have to go and study at the university. Why aren’t you doing sixth year studies?’

         I looked up at her. ‘Things are …’

         ‘Rough at home?’

         ‘I didn’t say that.’ I waited a second and she took my hand. Nobody had taken my hand since Mary Stobbs in the nativity play in Primary Two. Mary was bold but Mrs O’Connor dealt in something even more mysterious – kindness. ‘My mum and dad have got zero to say to each other and they live in different  parts of the house.’ She nodded. I told her they weren’t cut out for giving advice, and that was fine. I wanted my own life anyway. I should go and find it. No drama. They’d done their bit. I got wafts of her perfume and scrutinised her face for signs of ridicule. But she looked at me calmly.

         ‘Listen, I don’t care what the shrinks say. Some people’s lives are about their parents and some aren’t. I know I shouldn’t say this, but just leave. Pass the exams and go. Don’t look back. You’re a weirdo and weirdos have to get out.’

         ‘Thanks very much.’

         ‘Honestly. You listen to Shostakovich. So do I, but I’m not seventeen. You take bundles of records out of the library. The other day you mentioned Edith Sitwell. Nobody in the history of this school has ever mentioned her before. I scarcely knew her myself. I know my Shakespeare and I love books, but Edith Sitwell? She had a long nose and she wore a lot of rings and … you cannot become a fencer’s office assistant, do you hear me? You’ll die. You’re too strange and you like the writing of Jean Rhys. You like … Norman Mailer and Maya Angelou and you have to be with people who … see that.’

         That evening, Tully phoned me during his night shift. ‘Just phoning to make sure you’re all right,’ he said, ‘and to tell you you’re a dick.’

         ‘Thanks. What’s happening?’

         ‘I’m going mad in here. Zombies all over the factory floor.’ I told him about the teacher who was standing up for me and he said I should take all the help. Having Tully on the case was like having an older brother. As he spoke, I saw all the things  I’d written on the back of my hand from the day’s lessons and conversations. It was like I was on the edge of a big plan, and Tully was all for plans and schemes.

         Whenever I smell pine floor cleaner, I think of Mrs O’Connor. After what she said, I began coming to her classroom after school, for a few minutes at first, then half an hour, and pretty soon I was adding to my Highers, sitting at the front for two hours each evening, drilling down on Thomas Hardy and Shakespeare and Yeats, ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ and ‘The Wild Swans at Coole’. We discussed gyres and tragedy. We made a project of Antony and Cleopatra. She also helped me with form-filling and took me through past papers for the other subjects, too, keeping a light on in that classroom, in the middle of that estate, in the middle of the Eighties. The cleaners were out in the corridors mopping the floors and the smell of Scots pine travelled under the door and became the odour of those perfect and unexpected hours. I fancied we were high up in a forest where the air was clear and no one could damage your hopes or trouble your freedom.

         After the results came in, I went to school for the last time. She was sitting with a huge pile of jotters. ‘Ah, James,’ she said. ‘I gather you got a place.’

         ‘Strathclyde.’ She jumped up from her desk and hugged me right next to the blackboard. ‘Susan,’ I said.

         ‘Mrs O’Connor to you.’ She was smiling. I didn’t know what to say. It can take a whole lifetime to know how to thank a person.

         ‘It’s good,’ I said, and she sat down again and took up her  pen. I went to the door and slipped past it before popping my head back round.

         ‘Forgot something?’

         ‘You know she had brothers,’ I said.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Dame Edith Sitwell. The poet with the rings.’

         ‘Away ye go, James,’ she said.

         ‘They were called Osbert and Sacheverell.’ We both smiled. ‘There’s a couple of good Scottish names for you.’

         She threw her head back. I could still hear her laughing as I made my way down the corridor and smashed out into the sunlight.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         It was Tully who thought up the trip to Manchester. The festival was advertised in the NME and John Peel had talked about it on the radio. We met in the Glebe. In those days, the patrons were pissed before first orders, and on every surface there were crumpled betting slips and stuffed ashtrays, full of stubbed cigarettes and bookies’ pens. Ex-workers stared at the television, then into their flat pints.

         We sat in the back bar at sewing tables rescued from a local factory. There was something heroic about Tully in his thirst for life. He bridged the old with the new and was on a mission to be morally alert. It was just the two of us that night. I walked through the fag smoke and saw him in the corner. He was wearing his ‘We Are All Prostitutes’ T-shirt and playing dominoes with a guy called Stedman McCalla. Now, the other men in the bar were heroic to Tully and me: they were sacked workers, mainly, guys who were struggling in a town that had just been designated an unemployment black spot. But Tully had unearthed an irony: they were victims, these veterans of the fight against Thatcher, but he was the first person I knew, and perhaps the only one, who saw they could also be victimisers. Tully understood that difficult things did not cancel out other difficult things. He had a taste for ambivalence, and I’d never met anybody before who possessed that so naturally. Steady McCalla was a Jamaican barber who had lived in Britain since 1959, when he’d arrived, aged twenty. He was a big man to us: he knew about reggae and he’d come to Southampton on the SS Begoña from Kingston, passing through, I still remember him telling us, Cartagena, then Puerto Cabello, and Port of Spain. He described the black funnel of the passenger ship. He told us about a spicy horse stew they ate when the boat left the Port of Vigo, the shebeen below decks, and his family’s journey via Lambeth in London, where his cousin lived, to Glasgow, and the setting-up of a barber’s shop in West Nile Street.

         ‘Was it always like this?’ Tully asked. ‘Full of racist fuckers?’

         ‘They don’t know what it is they’re doing,’ Steady said. ‘They’re children. They’re pickney. And children are rough.’ Tully almost pestered him for information. When they’d first come to Scotland, Steady’s father got a job working for the Corporation buses, but the union complained.

         ‘You hear that?’ Tully said to the guys at the bar. ‘The Transport and General Workers’ Union said they would all go on strike if men from Barbados and Jamaica were given jobs on the buses.’

         One man turned and shook his head. It was the kind of complexity you never heard about round our way until Tully spoke about it. Steady drank a half-pint of beer and a rum and Coke every night in the Glebe, and none of those men, so far as I saw, ever spoke to him. They never included him or turned in his direction, but Tully made a point of going right over to him, offering him a drink, asking if the seat beside him was free. I’m sure Steady didn’t want company, most of the time. But Tully needed those in the bar, those stalwarts, to know that they could cause pain, too, and that we all have our own wrongdoing to contend with. And Steady – who seemed old to us, though he was only in his late forties, with a sprinkling of grey in his moustache – was the best storyteller any of us had ever met and a figure of solid originality.

         ‘Hey, Steady,’ Tully said that night. ‘I was telling Noodles the other day that your old man was a born footballer.’

         ‘He was that,’ Steady said. ‘He had the touch, you see.’

         ‘Like my old man,’ Tully said.

         ‘My papa could have gone professional. In a different life he could have played for a team, I am telling you. I grew up admiring all the sportsmen, especially the ones that did big overseas. I’m talking Lindy Delapenha, the footballer. Or Randy Turpin, the Fifties boxer. When they won, and when they scored, they were British, and when they lost, they were Caribbean!’ He let out a huge bark and knocked on the table. After the dominoes, Steady waved us away to get on with reading his book.

         ‘I just like the way he lives,’ Tully said, at our new table in an empty corner, flicking through the NME.

         It showed the brothers from the Jesus and Mary Chain sitting under a Gibson guitar. ‘We can go and see these neds at the Barrowland,’ Tully reasoned, ‘playing for fifteen minutes with their backs to the audience, or we can go to Manchester for what is certain to be the best gig in history’ – a celebration of punk rock, to be held at the new exhibition centre, G-Mex. ‘It’s ten years since the Sex Pistols played at the Lesser Free Trade Hall. And the night before G-Mex, the Shop Assistants are at the International.’

         ‘Is that in Manchester as well?’

         ‘Aye. So, there’s that on the Friday, then on the Saturday it’s New Order, the Smiths, the Fall, Magazine. About six other bands. I don’t want to be funny, but if we miss it we might as well be dead.’ He grabbed his jug by the dimples and slugged from it as if he’d just invented common sense.

         ‘How much?’ I asked.

         ‘It’s thirteen quid, Noodles.’ (He called me Noodles after the Robert De Niro character in Once Upon a Time in America. Noodles was the childhood pal of the gangster Max, a name Tully occasionally took himself.) ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘I have presented the options. I now rest my case. We’re going to Manchester.’

         Two years makes a big difference when you’re eighteen. Tully was an employed twenty-year-old and he paid my way a lot. We agreed about the arrangements and drank several more glasses before Tully suddenly stood up. He walked over to the fireplace, where flames roared up the chimney despite nobody benefiting and the weather being fine. Quite casually, he threw into the fire a handful of firearm blanks that somebody in his factory had given him, then he pushed me by the arm over to the bar, and told me to watch. After a few minutes, loud eruptions in the fireplace caused the men at the bar to jump. It went off like a night of fireworks and the barman looked straight at Tully. We stepped back. The punters covered their mouths. ‘Don’t you two come back in here!’ the barman was shouting. ‘I mean it – you’re barred!’ That was pure Tully, too. He stood there with his arms out, the picture of innocence, the very soul of anarchy, and as we scrambled to the door we saw Steady in the corner, patting his chest with an open hand and nodding as if something agreeable had occurred.

         
            *

         

         As luck and menace would have it, the manager of the Jobcentre offered me a job that week. It was only a summer thing. They’d seen me looking at the boards and decided, after a brief, eloquent interview during which I failed to mention Karl Marx, that a person so interested in poetry might be safer off the streets. The gig didn’t last long, Tully made sure of that, and he would later describe it as my period being a junior commandant in the SS. ‘On the other hand, I feel you might be able to corrupt it from the inside.’

         ‘It’s Irvine Jobcentre, Tully. Three dossers and a dog. Hardly the nerve centre of international capitalism.’

         Wearing a tie and a sneer, I manned the Job Information Point. Not that we had any jobs: Thatcherism had passed through the town like the plagues of Exodus. We’d had blood and frogs, and were waiting for boils and locusts. One day, I was busily sorting through the box of non-jobs and arranging non-interviews for the long-term unemployed, when one of the executive officers, Mr Bike – a man with his shirt tail hanging out, a limp in his conscience, and a face fairly barnacled with acne – demanded that claimants who’d been out of work for more than two years be called in. ‘What’s he on about?’ I said to the colleague next to me. She was painting her nails under the desk.

         ‘The Final Solution,’ she said, blowing her cerise fingertips. ‘Over two years on the dole. Tebbit or some other bastard came up with this thing: they have to prove they’re “actively looking for work”.’ She curled her digits, making quotes in the air. ‘And if they can’t prove it they get their benefit cut.’

         ‘Shite.’

         ‘They’re “reducing” the unemployment figs.’ And when she did the air quotes this time she reversed them into two Vs. ‘Up yours.’

         The first day of those interviews we faced a row of sleepy faces. Word came down from Mr Bike that we were to tell the claimants nothing. ‘If they come in and say they’re busy looking for work we have to accept it. But if they say they aren’t, we can nab them.’ I was already forging a plan to thwart him when I went into the interview room with the glass of water he’d demanded. There was a yucca plant and a coffee table bearing an aggressive box of tissues. The girl with the nails and I were posted outside with a clutch of ballpoint pens, checking people in and helping them fill in their forms. But we took pleasure in mangling Bike’s message.

         ‘Tell them you’re obsessed with the jobs pages,’ said my colleague, Rosa Luxemburg, the great insurgent, whom I now loved.

         ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘And they can’t touch your money. And it is your money.’ Even a school-leaver with a vague interest in the Decadents could see it was a low moment in the annals of common decency.

         ‘Are you tipping them off?’ Bike asked me later that week.

         ‘Not in the slightest.’

         ‘We can come down on them like a ton of bricks if we discover they’re at home sitting on their arses all day.’

         ‘Nice work.’

         ‘I’ve got my eye on you,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure you’re cut out for this.’

         
            *

         

         Woodbine kept himself out of the way. He’d get home from the pub and go straight upstairs to the bedroom, where he kept an armchair, an ashtray, and a small black-and-white portable. He never objected much to me coming over after work and spending a lot of time at the house, as if it was just more chaos, more of Tully’s way of doing things. Downstairs, Tully’s mum, Barbara, and I formed a club, a do-it-yourself alliance, where we made a festival of the circumstances.

         I phoned her one day from the office to ask if she had any Oxo cubes. She said she had two. Tully and I had agreed to meet at the bottom of Caldon Road at 6 p.m. and steal as many vegetables as we could on the way home. People had patches in their back gardens. It wasn’t dark and we weren’t very talented as thieves. Tully’s method was a model of bravado and devil-may-care: he would open the gate, cough quite loudly, and walk up to the fenced-off beds and howk a turnip or a brace of carrots. I would be in the next garden over, fishing for a radish, and often a living room window would suddenly shake with banging from the inside as the part-time growers caught sight of us.

         I’ll never forget that soup. We dropped a huge load of vegetables on the kitchen table and Barbara couldn’t believe her eyes. She borrowed an extra scraper from the woman next door. We laid newspapers on the floor for the peelings and peeled the veg with the radio up, Barbara chortling, getting two onions going in her biggest pot. ‘We’ll all end up in the jail because of you two,’ she said, drying her eyes with the corner of her sleeve. Above us, on the wall, a picture of a crying boy offered comfort, or creepiness, depending on where you stood. Barbara had painted its frame with gleaming white gloss. Tully made the point, to general agreement, that it seemed excessively Scottish for every meal to be overseen by the image of a poor child in distress.

         At one point, Woodbine came down the stairs and walked into the mayhem of peelings. ‘It’s like a Chinese laundry in here,’ he said.

         ‘It’s Jimmy’s broth,’ Tully said.

         I was sitting there in a shirt and tie and Tully still had his overalls on and Barbara was standing at the sink.

         ‘Happy families,’ Woodbine said.

         Later, she carefully carried a tray upstairs to him, hoping he’d take some soup before the pub. She came back to watch telly with us, Tully and I taking turns to do the ironing and drop the items in a plastic basket.

         I had never had a family like that. As the summer came, Barbara took to ringing me to make sure I was coming in for tea that night. She would see us off upstairs before ten o’clock to listen to John Peel’s show, knowing our habits, and when I said every few days that I’d better go home to my own house, she would say fine, before laying out the plans for the days to come and what we’d eat and what we’d watch. Together, Tully and Barbara had made a quiet project of including me as my parents vanished. It never felt like a crisis, or in any way odd, because they called it staying over and framed it as part of the bid for good times. Tully’s sister Fiona would sometimes be there with her boyfriend Scott, and she said the house was never livelier. ‘You three should have your own show,’ she said.

         ‘It’s the Marx Brothers,’ Tully said. ‘Mum’s Harpo.’

         I met Barbara on the stairs one night. Tully was asleep in his room and she was waiting for Woodbine to return. I fetched a glass of water and sat on the top step listening as she spoke about her husband, saying he used to be like Tully, a singer and someone who knew all the jokes and was great at telling them.

         ‘Do you worry about him?’ I asked.

         ‘Oh, he’s a pure pest,’ she said. But she didn’t mean it. She joined her hands, as if in prayer, and touched her lips with them. ‘He goes out like this and you don’t know if he’s fallen down a hole or been hit by a bus, or what.’

         ‘My mum never worried about my dad …’

         ‘She must’ve at one time.’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Well, maybe he didn’t love her enough.’ She said it very sweetly, from knowledge: like it was the only kind of evidence that mattered.

         ‘I never saw any love between them. Never once. Never saw them kiss each other or laugh together or plan a holiday. Nothing like that. I imagine they were put on earth just to make it smaller than it is.’

         ‘That’s a harsh comment,’ she said.

         ‘I know.’

         ‘But it is weird of them just to go away like that.’

         ‘Unbelievable,’ I said. ‘But they take no pleasure in family. They lost all the telephone numbers of their relatives in Glasgow, their aunts and uncles, their cousins. Lived by this sort of carelessness all their lives.’

         ‘You’re so young to be talking like this,’ she said.

         ‘I hope I’m not upsetting you. It’s bad to upset people. Especially at night. You’ve been so kind to me, Barbara.’

         ‘Oh, don’t be daft,’ she said. She clapped both my arms. She moved her hands up to my shoulders and onto my cheeks, and I turned my face, I think automatically, and pressed it against the palm of her hand. It was a few seconds’ impulse, and felt natural and slightly wrong. ‘Don’t be daft,’ she said again, pinching my ear and withdrawing her hands into the pockets of her dressing gown.

         ‘You’ve got such good fun in you, Jimmy,’ she said, looking into the black well at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Let it rule the day. I’ve seen people’s lives ruined with disappointment, people who wanted to go places.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘This is a place.’

         She leaned against the stippled wallpaper, the Anaglypta, the stuff encasing our lives, and a shadow fell over her face as she looked at her watch. ‘It’s dark,’ she said. She shook her head and talked for the better part of an hour. She recalled for me the younger Woodbine, back in the East End of Glasgow, in the days when he was hopeful and easy to love. She spoke of their first house, a ‘room-and-kitchen’. In spite of everything, she seemed to say, remembering the good times was a duty of care. ‘Ewan has these … episodes, the doctor calls them, when he loses it completely,’ she said. ‘He can get delusional. He thinks he’s somebody else or has important tasks.’

         ‘That’s terrible,’ I said.

         ‘That’s why I can’t sleep. You never know.’
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         Tully had outside enemies, mainly the neighbours, who hated his music nearly as much as he loved it. On £27.50 a week for shaving a heap of metal, he’d built a record collection and a life of his own. His guitar was an instrument of torture to those around him, except to Barbara, who loved whatever he did. His bedroom was plastered with Killing Joke posters and one of a huge crucified Christ under the words ‘If You’re Gonna Get Down Get Down and Pray.’ Again and again, we’d watch The Godfather or kitchen sink classics. A stack of videotapes stood next to a small amp on which he’d Tippexed ‘Jobbies and Shites’. We knew the words to the films so well we’d often watch with the sound down, speaking the lines until Woodbine banged on the wall.

         
            *

         

         The trip to Manchester was brewing when Barbara had me over for a more formal dinner. In most families round our way, dinner was a secretive affair, a ritual to be executed around six o’clock, when a swift heating of pies, a resentful peeling of potatoes, and a stirring of beans would be carried out in an atmosphere of self-pity. But that night Barbara insisted there would be a bottle of wine. It was a nice evening, with the window open: kids played on the waste ground next to their terrace and you could hear the traffic roaring along the bypass. When Tully’s dad came to the table, he laid his cigarettes next to his plate and took his specs from the pocket of his cardigan. He glanced at the picture of the crying boy, then he looked at me. ‘What’s that on your hand?’ he asked.

         It was covered in ink.

         ‘Just things I noted down,’ I said. ‘It’s a bad habit.’

         ‘So you’re going to the university after the summer?’

         ‘Yes, Mr Dawson.’

         ‘To study what?’

         ‘English and Russian.’ I don’t know why I blushed, but it felt appropriate. He held his knife like a pen and seemed for a second unsure what to say. His lips moved a little with no sound. I could see Tully staring down at his mutilated curry pancake. His hair was flat (he only spiked it at weekends) and he wore a jumper with buttons on the shoulder. The atmosphere intensified when Barbara put some more mash on her husband’s plate and left the spoon sticking up in the Pyrex dish.

         ‘So I get less to eat than him?’ he said, pointing to Tully’s plate, ‘because he’s working?’

         ‘Oh, Ewan!’

         ‘These boys are taking over the house.’

         There was a clang of cutlery.

         ‘What you talking about, you old bastard?’ Tully said. Barbara waved a dish towel over the table and poured more Concorde and that was signal enough. She asked me very formally if Russian was a useful language to have and I told her things were changing in the Soviet Union. ‘Maybe you could go there at the end of your studies,’ she said. ‘And if you still want to be a writer you could write the story.’

         ‘Like John Reed,’ Woodbine said quietly. ‘He saw the Bolshevik Revolution. He wrote Ten Days That Shook the World, didn’t he?’ Tully glanced at him and I saw there was a touch of admiration along with everything else. He’d inherited much more from his father than either would ever be able to recognise. Woodbine’s priorities were clear. He’d been a shop steward and a fan of Rangers FC.

         ‘You want to watch yourself in the Soviet Union,’ he added. ‘Gulags. Spies.’

         ‘He’s only going to Strathclyde,’ Tully said.

         ‘One small step for man,’ I said.

         ‘You and your foreign travel,’ Woodbine said, lighting one. There was still food on his plate but he pushed it away. ‘Moscow. Glasgow. Manchester.’ He turned to me and pointed with his lighted fag. ‘The moon! It’s all a con.’ He then talked about a brother of his who had worked for twenty years in the North Sea. ‘You don’t know anything about life until you’ve worked on the rigs.’ He went out to the pub after that and left the three of us to wait for Brookside and an Arctic Roll.

         ‘I’ve always meant to ask you, Barbara,’ I said. ‘Why is Tully called Tully? I mean, it’s not his nickname, and it’s usually a surname?’

         ‘You’re going to think I’m daft,’ she said, ‘but, when I was pregnant with him, I had a library book … a sort of romance, you know. And the main guy in the book, the hero, was an Italian dancer called Tullius, who made it big in Monte Carlo.’

         ‘Christ’s sake, Mum. Noodles is going to think you’re mad.’

         ‘Well, maybe I am mad. They all called him Tully in the book. And I said to myself, “If this child’s a boy he’s getting called Tully. And he’s going to be a brilliant dancer and take me to all the big casinos.”’

         She lifted her mug of tea and winked.

         ‘That’s worked out well,’ Tully said.

         ‘He was born with a caul around him. Did you know that, Jimmy? It’s a special event for a baby to be born like that.’

         ‘Shush, Mum,’ he said.

         
            *

         

         Some days at the Jobcentre were like Darwin on springs. ‘Survival of the lippiest,’ I said to Rosa, who had come to work sporting red hair. Mid-morning, a mining engineer came in with a child in his arms. He said he’d been trying to get a position as an assistant in a local pet shop and they told him he didn’t have enough experience. I informed the muttzoo manager, on the phone, that telling the engineer he was underqualified to change fish water was like the local minister telling God he was inexperienced.

         ‘I’m going to c-complain to your b-boss,’ he said.

         ‘Knock yourself out.’

         The day improved after that. One woman, five feet high with pink spectacles, who came in for her interview with Mr Bike, told me she wanted to work for NASA. I asked her if she’d written to the people at Cape Canaveral. ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘and they havnae written back to me yet.’ I felt there was a lot of weight on the word ‘yet’. The lady admitted she had no experience in space aviation but was determined. ‘I feel sorry for aw they astronauts that got blown up and I think they need new people, brave people.’

         ‘Well, you are brave, Mrs Gunion. No question. When you go in for your interview, please tell my colleague what you have just told me, and perhaps add that you’ve looked into training opportunities in things … related to your chosen field. They’re not allowed to cut your benefit if you’re going after a particular career.’

         ‘Well, I am,’ she said. ‘I willnae settle for anything else.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘I love space.’

         ‘Good for you.’

         ‘It’s ma dream. They cannae punish you for having a dream.’

         ‘Well, they shouldn’t, Mrs Gunion. That’s for sure.’

         ‘I’ve got aw the information.’

         She was soon in the room with Mr Bike. My eyes were on the door. He would be asking her questions about cosmic gases, loving his job, testing her knowledge of landing gear and pressurised suits. ‘So, Mrs Gunion, long-term claimant, you’re in a space shuttle returning to Earth. The trip normally takes four hours at 17,500 miles per hour. We want you home thirty minutes later than scheduled. By how much are you reducing your speed of re-entry? Come on. You have one minute and can’t use a calculator.’

         It was my last day at the Jobcentre. It wasn’t supposed to be, but I was sitting at my desk, contemplating the liquidation of Mr Bike, when Tully burst through the doors with an evil grin on his mug. He wore a green ex-army shirt, Levi’s with turnups, brothel-creeper shoes, and more bangles than a Maasai bride. He ripped a card from the computer-assembly nonsense on the wall of jobs and slumped in the chair in front of me. ‘It’s a dog’s life if you ask me,’ he said, quoting from one of our films, ‘but I have a deep desire, much deeper than you can imagine, to play goal attack for the Irvine netball team. Any vacancies?’

         ‘Let me have a look, sir.’ I started flicking through the cards in my box. The film-reference game was going into full flight. ‘You’re not much good at netball, are you, Jo?’ I said. (A Taste of Honey.)

         ‘No, I’m bad on purpose.’ (The same.)

         ‘But hold on,’ I said. ‘There’s a sporting life opportunity here. Head of Keepy-Uppy at a school in Cowdenbeath.’

         ‘It’s a hard life if you don’t weaken,’ he said. (Saturday Night.)

         He slumped back in the chair. ‘You get more wisdom from one of those flicks than from the whole of Wullie Shakespeare.’

         ‘Oh, you don’t half love a cloth cap,’ I said.

         ‘I’m telling you. Billy Liar is better than Hamlet.’

         ‘If you say so, Tully.’

         ‘It is,’ he said, smiling. ‘Nicer people.’

         Tully pulled five tickets from his back pocket. ‘Check these, sucker.’ They were white with black writing and my eye fell on the words ‘Standing Area’, ‘Greater Manchester Exhibition Centre’, and ‘£13 in advance’. I think my mouth dropped open before I looked up at the eager expression on his face.

         ‘They came,’ I said.

         ‘Five tix. You, me, Tibbs, Limbo, and Hogg.’

         ‘You’re a good man, Mr George.’ (Mona Lisa.)

         ‘Here’s yours,’ he said, handing me a ticket. ‘A present for passing your exams. Your education continues in the Rainy City.’

         ‘Thanks, man. I can’t believe it.’

         ‘You’re here to work, not gab, Mr Collins.’ That was Bike, creeping up behind me in his unacceptable trousers. His plooks were angry and his eyes were pit-bull grey. ‘The Enterprise Allowance Scheme,’ he said, slapping a heap of white leaflets down on my desk. ‘A wonderful project, already proving effective, aimed at getting your average layabout to start his own business.’

         ‘Don’t let the bastards grind you down,’ Tully said, sitting in the chair opposite with one leg up on the desk.

         ‘Who’s the comedian?’ Bike asked.

         ‘A rare member of the full-time employed,’ I said. ‘A scholar and a gentleman. May I introduce my dear friend Tully Dawson, Professor of Dirty Tackles at the University of Mince and Bollocks.’

         ‘Get your manky feet off that desk,’ Bike said. ‘It’s government property that is.’ With a despising look, he handed me a bundle. ‘Take these leaflets and distribute them down the shopping centre. It shouldn’t take more than an hour.’

         ‘I always was a liar, a good ’un and all,’ Tully said, and Bike just looked him up and down with narrowed eyes. He stood there with his legs apart and his arms folded over his Rotary Club tie, a born joy-crusher, an Eighties wretch. Every time he grinned a door slammed on some poor bugger’s life.

         ‘Quick march,’ he said.

         ‘Mussolini,’ Tully said and popped his lips. Bike ignored him and started walking backwards, tapping his watch.

         ‘The Job Club starts at 2 p.m. on the dot,’ he said, ‘and you’re taking the seminar.’

         ‘The seminar?’ Tully said with a sneer. ‘What – how to lick a stamp?’

         ‘I’m watching you,’ Bike said.

         ‘I usually charge extra for that,’ Tully said. I gathered my things and took the leaflets. I knew it was all over as we walked towards the exit.

         ‘Two o’clock!’ Bike shouted.

         ‘How about you go and fuck yourself, ya Tory dick,’ Tully shouted back, as I pushed him into the corridor.

         We walked through the sunshine in search of Greggs pies and a can of Vimto. He carried the leaflets and I carried the pies, and we swerved round a congregation of Bible-thumpers at the entrance to the shopping centre and threaded through the schoolgirls on their way to What Every Woman Wants. Tully told me he’d found Woodbine outside the living room, in the middle of the night. ‘He was shadow-boxing,’ he said, ‘and kind of butting his head against the banister. Then he ran up and down the stairs, drunk.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Another night, a while back, he thought he was on night shift. He was out there burying old light bulbs in the garden.’

         ‘Light bulbs?’

         ‘Like a psycho.’

         ‘Is there nobody who can help him?’ I asked.

         ‘I think he likes it.’

         Going along the side of the Trinity Church, we hopped a fence and went to a favoured spot by the old graveyard. There was a high wall there and we sat on it with our legs dangling. The pies were hot but the Vimto was cold as we passed it back and forth, looking down at the River Irvine. ‘Do you worry …’

         ‘That I might become him?’

         ‘That’ll never happen.’

         ‘I’m not so sure,’ he said. ‘Got to avoid it.’

         Behind us, in the graveyard, lay the bones of Dainty Davie, friend of the poet Burns. We stayed quiet for a second, then I remarked on it. ‘His name was David Sillar,’ I said. ‘Like Silver. A schoolteacher. This is a ghost town, man.’

         He sang a line of the Specials song. ‘Not like Manchester,’ he added.

         ‘We’ll see. Every town’s a ghost town.’

         ‘All right, Morrissey.’

         ‘I’m just saying we don’t know what it’ll be like.’

         ‘Well, I definitely know,’ Tully said. ‘And Manchester is the business. I’m talking Ian Curtis and Shelagh Delaney.’

         When I look back I detect a shudder in Tully’s hopes for himself. The Manchester trip was only ten days away – ten days! – and he needed it to be glorious. I knew he loved his own band but I hadn’t recognised the level of hope he had invested in it. He wanted the cover of the NME and a Peel session and a tour of Britain in a Bedford van. At that time, there was no other version of tomorrow that appealed to him. That July, it’s the hope and the humour I remember first, but then the shudder, the sense of catastrophic consequences if his father’s life was to become his.

         The river was fast down there, with high flats on the other side. ‘Did you see the look on that clown’s face?’ Tully said. ‘The king of plooks back in your office.’ We dreeped down the wall and made our way along a sunny path by the water, finding a spot by a hawthorn tree that stood on the bank, its colours fading. ‘It’s hard to believe a guy like that was ever young. He’s like some Reggie Perrin dude with his mental tie.’

         ‘Imagine having Norman Tebbit as your hero. What quagmire of depravity must you come from to think like that?’

         Tully wiped his hands on one of the leaflets while spitting crust. ‘No way, man. Where do you get that lingo? “Quagmire of depravity.” Maybe they should hire you to improve this poxy shit.’ He looked at the leaflet on top of the pile and we egged each other on.

         ‘Have You Got a Bright Idea? You Could Earn £40 Per Week.’

         There was a dazzle on the water. It was clear as silver bells beyond the nettles and the buttercups and the washed-out pinks dropping from the tree. Algae snagged on the rocks. We were full of fresh air and we had our tickets.

         ‘I’m not going back to that Jobcentre dump,’ I said.

         ‘Nah. It was quite an Ian Curtis job, though. He worked in a place like that.’

         ‘An unemployment exchange. No wonder he went the way he did. They gave me my wages today. I’m not going back.’

         ‘Too right you’re not. Enterprise, my arse.’ High on the day’s winnings, we dealt the remainder of the leaflets over the railings, laughing our heads off, and away to the Irish Sea went this flotilla of white lies. ‘Boldly going where no man has gone before,’ Tully said, ‘the Starship Enterprise and its crew of wanks.’ The papers drifted quickly away on the current and soon the river was clear again. I sometimes wake in the night and picture one of those leaflets floating peacefully to Nova Scotia.
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