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            I am not me. I am the one

            who walks unseen beside me.

            The one I sense, from time to time,

            but often forget; the one

            who is silent and still while I’m speaking;

            who forgives me when I’m spiteful;

            who is where I am not;

            who stays standing when I finally lie down.

            
                

            

            –– after Juan Ramón Jiménez
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            1 Pre Face

         

         I recall nothing of my being born in Dundee Royal Infirmary in 1963. Which, of course, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen, but the possibility must remain that I may not have been. If I hadn’t known someone who claimed to have been present, I’d be within my rights to think I simply manifested, piecemeal, flickering off and on like a broken torch, until the age of three or so, when the light I shone on the world seems more steady. At that point, whatever calls itself me seems to have gained a more secure fix on what one must grudgingly call reality, reality being defined as ‘that to which there appears to be no alternative’.

         Thereafter the memories are more vivid, but they still can’t be trusted. I am wont to confuse memory and photographs, other folks’ memories with my own, and things I saw on television with things that happened to me. I am pretty sure that was me standing up to take a bow at a Francie and Josie concert on my fourth birthday, but only because I also remember exclaiming to my mother something like ‘I can’t believe these global superstars bothered to give an insignificant wretch like me the time of day!’, which sounds way too much like me to be anyone else. I remember playing my dad’s mandolin in my grandfather’s back garden, but only because I have a photo of me doing so. And while I am 87 per cent certain no Scottish schoolboy participated in the Apollo 11 moon landings, I am not at all sure I wasn’t an extra in a clown routine at Billy Smart’s Circus. I can smell the sawdust and the tigers.

         It doesn’t help that all our memories are of someone else. After a day or so, the hippocampus hits some point-of-view toggle and the camera flips from first to third person, and into our little archive of home movies, horror shorts, blooper reels, sketch show pilots, public information films and amateur porn it goes. We are not wired to identify with ourselves. I mean: it would be unbearable if all that stuff had actually happened to us.

         Anyway, I definitely occurred. Some gratuitously complicated lump of meat spat out from the evolutionary process cooked up an ego, rather circularly declared itself to be me, and started to suffer. As to the form of that suffering: Aristotle tells us that what we do is who we are; neuroscience tells us that who we are is what we do. While Frank Sinatra did not sing are do are do are do are do are do, Abba kind of did, and we propel ourselves into the future via just such a rapid switching, like an electromagnetic wave, only made of karma. But that just tells us the means of transport. Our desires, or lack of them, will commit us to a destination, and thereafter all is the vagaries of route, terrain, weather, car maintenance, local hazard, the folk we pick up along the way, the new maps they bring with them and the stronger appeal of the strange and distant cities for which they were bound.

         I think I’m some kind of determinist. I suspect all environment and parenting can really do is keep the neuroses down to a working minimum; they add little in the way of positive trait that wasn’t already there. And I don’t see any evidence of free will, which is mostly a happy retrospective illusion; we’ve learned the trick of taking immediate credit for decisions already unconsciously made. But if I believe in fate, it’s only as a godawful, unreadable mess. Someone may have the vantage to take it all in, but it’ll never be us. (I think the strong odds are on all this being a simulation in which the gamers have either long lost interest or are waiting to see how it plays out from initial conditions. ‘See! They do rise up from the algae and then set themselves on fire.’) The life-map may be in our genes alright, but between blueprint and phenotype there will have been many a mumbled instruction and drunken transcription error, and once we’re here, the fates of others constantly intervene in and supervene on our own. Our lives suffer the tidal pulls of far too many moons to accurately predict this evening’s TV, never mind the hour of our deaths.

         All we have to go on is the past, and the current state of the ‘am’ and the ‘do’. One senses it most keenly in that moment when, just after waking, one witnesses that airy creature of infinite potential rapidly contract to the aching weirdo desperate for his coffee. And having painfully recalled oneself, one might then reflect that it didn’t take very long; the little book of one’s life is a light read these days. So we can dispatch this quickly: at the time of writing, I ‘am’ in my mid-to-late fifties, the age when qualifications like ‘mid-to-late’ seem especially important again, as they were when I was six and three-quarters. My name is Donald, which is a stupid name. I am a man. I am obsessed with – that is, my mind naturally and immediately turns to, and is filled with thoughts of – painkillers, sex, music, US billiards, guitars, avoiding the attention of my employers, television, food, ailments real and imaginary, poetry, family, politics. In any order. What else. I am a Scot; I do not think of myself as British; I love England above all other nations, excepting my own. I believe social media has been a disaster for the species and has driven us suicidally out of step with reality. My politics, which increasingly dominate my casual conversation, are radically centrist, which is to say hostile to that which involves any systematic belief in anything. I can’t stand the right, I can’t stand the left, and I really can’t stand the appeasing, quietist, weedy, non-radical, status-quo ‘liberal’ centre. (The rad cent approach is pretty much just ‘go in fear of all ideology and be of no tribe’, ‘pay your damn taxes’, ‘capitalism for the rich, socialism for the poor’ and ‘reality always bites your ass’. Mostly, one is animated by the staggering indifference of both right and left elites towards the poor I grew up among, the former through venality and open contempt, the latter through fashionable idiocy and hidden contempt.) My state in repose is bored, slightly afraid, agitated, and for some reason really dehydrated. That’s pretty much the ‘am’.

         To swiftly do the ‘do’: I sometimes ‘do’ poetry (I suspect anyone who really imagines ‘I am a poet’ to be a coherent declaration has little genuine acquaintance with the stuff). I know a lot about it, and have been previously encouraged to behave as though I am quite good at it, although fashions change and my talents feel increasingly redundant. (Poetry these days is mostly short-form experimental prose, which is to say it’s now open to anyone clever – this is important, as we have a lot of expensive MFA places to fill and qualified poets to turn out – and has, increasingly, little use for the quaint and dinky skills of old-school versifiers like me.) In exchange for money, I lecture, and for years also worked in publishing; I am pretty good at teaching and editing but a bitterly incompetent administrator. I play the guitar and write music, mostly jazz, though I’ve programmed a lot of electronic music (and along the way played a lot of folk and country, and written a lot of ‘straight’ music). The guitar was once my living, and for no reason but pride I try to keep my playing at a vaguely professional level, which involves a lot of daily practice. I shoot US billiards (okay, ‘pool’); from the length of my warm-up drill you would correctly infer that I am very short of talent. I am almost certainly better than you, but still way worse than him, to whom I regularly lose money. I watch a lot of TV and movies while I play guitar. I play the flugelhorn in the kitchen, and by God no one will ever hear it in any other venue. I eat and drink, and cook regularly if indifferently; I exercise resentfully and painfully. I play the odd video game, and in my time have reviewed them for newspapers; I recently wept, screamed and sat open-mouthed in wonder through The Last of Us Part II. I somatise my distress and I nurture my symptoms; I worry about money; I drink to forget about money; on those occasions I appreciate quality alcohol (‘cheap booze is a false economy’); I indulge my terror of authority. Pre-pandemic I spent enough time on the east coast Edinburgh–London line to get mail on it. I try to look after my partner, my kids, my family and those friends I’ve co-opted into it. I could do a lot better. I walk and hug my dogs, who change every decade or so and are currently a broken toy poodle called Yentl (some other time, but I’m a sort of honorary self-hating Jew), who knows exactly four things, two of which are wrong, and a standard poodle called Furny, which is short for Furnival, which is short for Sir Martin Furnival Jones CBE, which he gets called only when I’m angry with him. Since ‘everybody has to be somewhere’, I live in Kirriemuir, where my kids grew up, because the Angus glens and the Cairngorms are almost as pretty as the west coast, only deserted.

         And that’s it. I know that was boring, and I know you didn’t really ask, but that’s all. Literally the whole show. The end. The life we end up with should ideally be far less interesting than the one that got us there: we contribute most when we specialise, and this generally means we have to simplify ourselves. The prospect of having a rich and eventful life right now seems exhausting. But now also seems the moment to figure out how it came to this, and the first two decades seem like the obvious place to start. And possibly end. I may go on, but I’ll see if anyone reads this part first; if they do, I’ll wait for a few folk to die, and if one of them isn’t me, we’ll see. But eventually one’s writing would merely converge asymptotically upon the subject of one’s writing, and things like my current wrangle with Janice at Angus Council over the speed limit signage on the Brechin Road. One has to know when to stop, and it’s usually far sooner than one’s inclined to. Besides, it’s already a monstrous presumption to think anyone might want to read about this bit, which at least has the merit of being fairly eventful.

         So. Why did we end up this guy? is the question I ask, drunk, in the mirror these days, although it’s increasingly likely to take the form ‘The hell are you?’ as the ageing white-bearded stranger grows more and more distant from the boy within. The explanation seems to lie in the years one spent in rehearsal for real life, but those rehearsals often turned out to be more real than the thing we were rehearsing for, to the point that I sometimes wonder if we get it all the wrong way round. ‘Toy fights’ was how we referred to a horrible childhood game in Dundee, the announcement of which would see the blood instantly drain from my head into my socks. ‘Toy’ was supposed to indicate ‘not serious’, but it really meant ‘senseless’. It was basically twenty minutes of extreme violence without pretext. Childhood lacks all pretext by definition, of course, but as a kid you constantly had the urge to anticipate real conflict before life strictly required you to. I could have deferred my fights with God, drugs and insanity, but at some level must’ve known it would save time; and much like the ‘toy’ variety, they were the worst fights I’ve had in my life. I had other reasons to seek conflict. If your mum and dad refuse to fuck you up, or display no talent for it, or leave the job half done – you have to fuck yourself up, if getting completely fucked up is the only way you’re ever going to become yourself. This means to some extent it’s a recreational pursuit, which is an odd category in which to place something that might kill you. Toy fights, indeed. This book is about a lot of things but is notably music-obsessed. I’m the kind of writer who writes because they do what they are, not because they love what they do. But I am also the kind who writes about what they love, helplessly, for which I apologise when it gets too geeky – as all real love does, being partly just a condition of emotional hypervigilance. (Here, this occasionally takes the form of extended sleeve notes on some records that rewired my brain.) And since I make little mention of poetry in this tale, which ends before I started writing the stuff, let me mention it now and then park it. Poetry isn’t a calling, and even less a living. I’m not even convinced it’s a real art form. I have painter, novelist and composer friends who hit the studio or desk or piano at nine and knock off at five.* I know of no poet who does this. Our art seems more like a helpless disposition. To call yourself ‘poet’ strikes me as either a mistake, a tasteless vaunt or the confession of a mental illness. To be called one is either a mistake, a compliment or a diagnosis. Okay, perhaps ‘mental illness’ is a bit strong, but poets don’t have the same relationship to language as other folk; yours is sensible. Poets’ brains have a wiring error that makes them think words are real things. They keep trying to use words to magically influence reality, and to drag bits of it into words that just don’t go. These moves don’t strike them as magical at all, but perfectly logical. Since magic doesn’t work, it can often lead to a life of disappointment, pain and confusion. (Among all the various professions, mental illness is statistically most prevalent among artists; among the artists, writers; among the writers, poets.) They often instinctively seek out or bring about extreme situations that ‘inspire’ them – O how we laugh when you use that word! – and will often wreck their lives and the lives of those close to them in their pursuit of the extremities of feeling. So your actual poet generally doesn’t think being a poet is that cool. Of course one can, and definitely should, be other things besides. Anyway, I’m not claiming poetry came out of the blue: it ran like the third rail through the track of my childhood, but only on emerging into my twenties did I see what was not only causing the buzzing, the fear and the sparks, but propelling the whole damn train.

         I started this book a good while ago – I think it was originally commissioned by T. S. Eliot – but stopped almost immediately, having spent the advance on a guitar. I also lost interest in myself. While this may have performed a temporary service to the reader, it didn’t help me much. Then my dad died, and I got very angry, mostly over his having spent his life working far too hard because he was usually broke. My getting angry was some accomplishment, since propranolol has made the emotion alien to me for years. I then wrote the book with the swearing in, took it all out, and put about half of it back in again. I think it adds fucking nuance, personally, but I agree it can sometimes make the prose sound boorish; however, it leaves it a little closer to the way I often speak at home, i.e. like a ned off the scheme, and that particular verisimilitude is sometimes important here. One often hears the swearing of the working classes dismissed by their betters as a ‘form of punctuation’. Au contraire, my new friends. We swear for just the reason you do: fury. The difference is that it tends to run through our every conversation like a crimson thread. But my anger is really only about one thing: the unfair treatment of the poor, and the fact that they are the only social class who are forced to believe that money is real. (It isn’t. Not even slightly. The middle classes suspect as much. The rich know it.) Once in a while it will spill over into what I have learned to call intersectional issues, particularly the younger left’s current habit of dismissing my generation’s entire engagement with the subjects of gender and race as irrelevant, as if they were the first in history ever to consider these matters, and the way in which they will happily divorce these injustices from the poverty and class prejudice which exacerbate them.

         Because this book is often quite music-fixated, it was going to be for my father, who was a musician. He died before I completed it, though, so it’s dedicated to my mum too, which makes sense, as much of it has turned out to be an attempt to understand myself through understanding my parents. The timelines of its chapters sometimes overlap a little, as the same childhood and adolescence is regarded through a succession of different windows, but they’re train windows, and the thrust is forward. This book stops when I get to twenty, at a natural and literal watershed. Nonetheless, I hope the end seems a little abrupt; I’d hate to leave you with the sense that anything had come to a conclusion.

         Besides my family, very few folk I mention here are still in my life. The most notable exception is my friend of forty-odd years, the Scottish music journalist, agent, promoter, reluctant bassist and anecdotalist supreme Rob Adams, aka ‘Big Rab’ on account of his preposterous height. Several cautionary tales drawn from Rab’s infinite reservoir appear here, with due acknowledgement; a few others may appear here without, since they were so oft and well told that I may have believed they happened to me. (Indeed, they sometimes did: our early experiences not only overlapped but were sometimes repeated identically, a few years apart.) Big Rab is easily abashed, so I will write little more, but his older-brother steerings and nudges at various stages of my life – they continue as we speak – were the sort of small kindnesses and major interventions that were so thoughtful and well timed as to be life-shaping, and occasionally -saving. I know I have been a disappointment to him as a musician (Rab has always taken my duff gigs personally, as if he’d played them himself), but I’m glad that he persists in his misplaced faith in me, and I am determined to make him averagely proud before either he or I have wound up the leads.

         As a jazz musician I was never good enough to keep the company of the best; but I managed to share band members who did, mainly because I’m a better composer than I am an instrumentalist, and write the sort of tunes other musicians enjoy playing. I made my living at it through the eighties and nineties, but I kept some terrifying company that required me to work three times as hard just to keep up. Because I’m lazy, I didn’t. I plumped for the path of least resistance, which in my case was poetry, and my minor curse is that I seem to be a bit better at the thing I love a bit less. (Emil Cioran talks of ‘the shame of not being a musician’; he should’ve tried being a merely average one.) I then pretty much quit playing around 2002 and took an idiotic twelve years off, had an unnecessary operation on my left hand and practically had to relearn the rudiments of my instrument. I’m sort of back to where I was now, and to this day I don’t know what I was thinking. So I originally thought this book would be a way of reminding me how crucial music is to any coherent sense I have of myself. In a way it has been; but not in the way I anticipated. I discovered that the line music paid out into the past was unbroken, and it allowed me to remember everything else; and then remember why I’d forgotten it. The result is a book that’s about schizophrenia, hell, money, narcissists, debt and the working class, anger, swearing, drugs, books, football, love, origami, the peculiar insanity of Dundee, sugar, religious mania, the sexual excesses of the Scottish club band scene, and, more generally, the lengths we go to not to be bored. Since you don’t know me, I won’t assume that you are starting from the position of the slightest curiosity, so I’ll deploy the usual sympathetic magic, and try not to bore me in the telling, in the hope that I won’t bore you.

         – Kirriemuir, 2022

         
            * Okay, the successful novelists usually manage twelve noon, often declaring this the limit of human concentration. They will be livid to read this, since they are all, to a man and woman, convinced they work like dogs. Poets all have jobs.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            2 The Man with the Blue Guitar

         

         My father was born in 1937, in St Cyrus, on the stark and beautiful north-east coast between Stonehaven and Montrose. Lewis Grassic Gibbon had already written Sunset Song, his stream-of-consciousness paean to the rich red earth of the Mearns and the considerable and generally non-voluntary sacrifices of its working women. The Mearns fetishised the Protestant work ethic to the point of death cult. Gibbon’s own tombstone celebrates ‘the warmth of toil, the peace of rest’, as if the latter couldn’t come quickly enough; he rattled off twenty books, then sparked out at thirty-four. But as Mearns families went, the Patersons were relatively easy-going. Dad spent his days playing on the endless, empty beaches below the high cliffs that stood lookout over the North Sea. Eventually my Granny would appear on the clifftop, clanging a brass bell (I keep it on my mantelpiece) when it was time for him to start on the long, looping tack back up for his supper. Dad didn’t really notice there was a war on. There were few hardships bar the little hell of the outside toilet, and the Germans could find nothing in the area worth bombing. My Granny baked, kept a kitchen garden, bred hens and ducks. My grandfather, ‘Pappy’, was a builder and worked on airfields during the war, and later in municipal construction in Montrose; he always claimed the old bridge over the South Esk – a lovely cantilever design built in brown reinforced concrete, like a wedding dress made out of sandpaper – was his personal handiwork. It looked it: Pappy was a sensitive, and spent his life trying to make sure no word of it ever escaped. Prior to Dad’s arrival, there had been an incomprehensible move to Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan, but like most moves to Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan, it hadn’t worked out, which is why you’re reading this sentence. My dad’s grandparents lived nearby at Mill of Morphie, where his grandfather had a joinery. All his machinery was turned by a great web of leather pulleys and belts driven by the waterwheel in the millstream outside. Its perpetual motion was a thing of hypnotic wonder to my dad, and he’d sit below its whirring lattice for hours.

         Pappy was a double for Picasso, which was pretty misleading. He was a gruff, rough man of few words and often less, and he regarded my mild, artistic and dreamy father as a bit effete and feminised. Dreamy, in those days, had too many downsides for a family economy. The irony was that Dad inherited all this from his father; Granny was the real hard-head, and oversaw the family budget. Pappy loved his children dearly, but his time, place and class denied him the means to express it. He was given to unfunny, misjudged pranks, like promising my dad dogs and ponies which never turned up. My dad loved him in return, but was early resolved to be a different kind of father.

         Pappy took a new job, and moved the family to Tayport, in Fife, a working-class harbour town that lies facing Dundee and Carnoustie across the Tay estuary. He hated anything touching his arms, which impeded movement, therefore work. When my Granny bought him a new white dress shirt for my parents’ wedding, he cut off the sleeves with garden shears. When they got to the church, my Granny handed him a carnation for his buttonhole; failing to find anywhere to stick it, he took out his knife and stabbed a hole in his lapel. Pappy had four fingers on his right hand, having lost one, he would relate with an unaffected indifference, on the way to work one morning. On the way. (When I was small, I’d count them over and over, mystified that I couldn’t get them to add up. In my tinfoil-hat episode in my teens, I decided that there was a whole number between four and five that had somehow concealed itself from the human mind; I’m entirely certain Pappy’s missing digit was its origin.) His machismo killed him. One day in midwinter, a valve in a drainage pipe burst in a downpour, and he jumped into the hole to fix it. After three hours working in freezing, chest-high water, he dried himself off at a brazier and then squelched home to die of pneumonia, in his early sixties.

         
            *

         

         Dad’s memories of St Cyrus Primary School were blissfully thin: the screak of the writing slate, the sting of the tawse, and the worst soup in Scotland. He ended up dux, or head boy, but would be the first to volunteer that the competition wasn’t steep. He spent the summers berry-picking and tattie-howking to pay for his school clothes. (Having had some miserable, if resolutely minimal, experience of both jobs – a week at the berries and one fuck-this morning at the tatties – that sentence hurt my fingers to type.) However, his labour meant that he was the only first-year at Montrose Academy who had long trousers. School clothes then consisted of a corduroy suit and ‘tackety’ boots, meaning the soles were studded with metal ‘segs’ – small, flat, trapezoidal studs hammered into the heels and toes to save on wear. They sounded like the approach of the Polish cavalry, and showered a welder’s arc of sparks on the pavement if you slid on them. Segging persisted in the council schemes well into the late seventies, although it legislated heavily against some essential schemie activities, mainly silent escape, and it soon fell to the homeopathic levels of fashion statement. (A few years ago, my friend, the artist Eddie Summerton, was working on a conceptual piece called Northern Sole; the Northern Soul dance movement was known for its seg-studded leather shoes and their ruinous effects on the dance floors of north-east England and Scotland. His idea was to cover a stuffed North Sea grey seal, liberated from a mothballed natural history museum, completely with segs. Many segs had therefore to be bought. There is a cobbler’s up our way in Kirriemuir, staffed by a short, terse Hephaestus of the ancient guild, who stocks traditional supplies for the local farming community; after five thousand years, surprise is a stranger to him. Eddie approached the counter. The conversation went as follows:

         – I need some segs.

         – How many are ye after.

         – Enough to cover an adult seal.

         – Male or female.

         – Male.

         – You’ll need about four pound.)

         Dad’s first regular job was organ pumper, the boy hired to work the bellows for the church organ on a Sunday morning. This job neatly foreshadowed his two principal callings: music and sleeping. Three or four times each service the organist would find himself getting quieter and quieter, until he was miming ‘Death May Approach I Shall Not Flee’ as if he was trying to escape its attention. A swift kick to the backboard would be met with a grunt, and a suddenly restored airflow.

         It was a literate household, though. Pappy might have been practically aphasic but had hours of Robert Service and Burns by heart. Dad read constantly. It was rarely high literature, but never total rubbish; the purpose of the book, for most of the labouring classes, was to swiftly remove you somewhere else. Jack London’s White Fang, written in the voice of a dog, was the first book in which he lost himself completely. But he detested secondary school and couldn’t wait to get out of Montrose Academy. He then worked as a film projectionist, which offered him, if anything, too much in the way of first-rate kipping opportunities. Seeing his life about to slip by like a dog’s, he apprenticed as a painter and decorator.

         Meanwhile, the skiffle craze was reaching its berserker climax. Skiffle resembled a kind of St Vitus’s Wank, a clearly unsustainable blizzard of strumming, garbled patter, madly thumbed tea-chest basses, washboards attacked like untreatable eczema. My dad was desperate to get a guitar and join in before it was all over. One day, Pappy found one floating in the dock of Tayport Harbour, or at least that’s the way he told it. I’m certain this was a cover story for a kindness he didn’t dare admit to. Dad restrung the suspiciously dry guitar, painted it blue and taught himself to play. (Thereafter my dad measured time, quite literally, by whatever box he was playing. Even when his memory had been blasted to rags by dementia, you could go: ‘1967?’ And he’d answer: ‘Epiphone.’)

         Dad did his national service in Cyprus, in the catering corps. Though he emerged as a competent cook who’d often take a shift in the galley at the weekends, he was famous for a friendly-fire incident in which he incapacitated his entire unit with a fish pie. His comrades survived their tour mooning and moaning over the picture in their wallet; in my father’s case, this was a photo of his Antoria Cello acoustic. When he made it back to Scotland, after what I assume was an explosive reunion with the Antoria, he met my mother at a Valentine’s dance at Tayport. It was love at first sight, at least for my mother, who particularly liked the look of his backside.

      

   


   
      
         
            3 The Ball of Clava

         

         As a daughter of the manse, my mum had had it considerably harder. For all the appearance of middle-class gentility, the kids who grew up inside the vicarage often lived in poverty. The dissonance can be the source of considerable shame. It’s far harder maintaining the appearance of what you aren’t than just being what you are, even if what you are is skint. The family were just that, but my grandfather’s ministry in the United Free Church of Scotland placed them under the obligation to appear middle class, despite his pittance of a wage. Appearing comfortably off at all costs became Mum’s leitmotif, and the costs were considerable, both for her and for my father. (Sixty years later, she still blanches at the thought of the terrible old curtains she put up upon her arrival in McLean Street, and what on earth the long-dead Alice McFarlane next door must’ve thought of them.)

         Unlike my father in his rural Mearns cocoon, Mum had a bad war, and spent it in terror. She was born in Carnoustie, but the family soon upped sticks to Glasgow, where my grandfather, Francis Cougan – later ‘Papa’ to all his grandkids – had been posted. Her own mother’s diabetes and heart condition left her far too large and unwell to make it down the garden to the air-raid shelter when the sirens went off. Papa was in the Home Guard, and therefore ironically not home to guard anyone. Mum would be pushed under the bed, more symbolically than protectively, in a gas mask kitted out with Mickey Mouse ears just to make it all maximally horrible. The rising wail of the sirens terrified her; she knew she wasn’t safe. For years afterwards she avoided the Tayport sawmill, whose whiny bandsaws sent her running for cover.*

         Mum was only six when her mother died of heart disease. There was talk, for a while, of having her adopted by my Aunt Maggie, Papa’s sister and the matriarch of a mining family in Lochgelly. Mum and Young Frank, her wild and beloved older brother, strongly resisted this, and Papa muddled through with help from her schoolteachers, who’d snatch her off the street to clean her up before she went into class; she’d often be covered in black molasses, the only readily available source of sugar, and acquired the nickname ‘Treacle Jeannie’. Food in the Cougan household was plain and not in rich supply. The manse in Dysart had eleven rooms, but it was impossible to heat more than a couple of them. To make matters even more complicated, my Great-Aunt Kate was working as a housekeeper for Robert A. Taft in his huge pile on First Avenue; she would send back care parcels several times a year, and my mum would receive barely worn hand-me-downs from the wider Taft family. In other words, Mum often ate like a pauper and struggled to keep warm, but lived in a mansion and dressed like a senator’s daughter. The disjunction between appearance and reality added another shame to her mother’s abandonment. The struggle to keep that shame hidden and maintain the appearance of wealth later led to a hire purchase habit, and my father working two jobs to cover it.

         My mum recalls her Aunt Mary forever getting lost in the Dysart manse, and calling out for her younger brother, ‘Mr Coug-ing, where are you?’ In this there will have been much pride – that one’s family boasted a member who must be so formally addressed! – but the improvement of the family surname to a gerund is perhaps the ultimate ‘properism’. I suspect the phenomenon is universal, but probably most common in cringe-cultures like Scotland, where a word is erroneously understood as having been pronounced in a slovenly fashion, and is then corrected by your socially aspirant auntie, who will restore the imaginary dropped consonants. Thus one often heard things like: ‘If you’re really going out in this cold to play badmingting after Jack and Nory is finished, then at least put on your Ball of Clava’ (a piece of headgear presumably commemorating the famous shindig held by the Duke of Clava). My Papa was also given to the exaggerated pronunciation of anything of French origin. ‘Your Uncle Iain went to an Indian rest-you-wrong last night’; ‘Your Aunt Margaret is having an ong-guh swate bathroom put in’; and ‘I put your bike in the gah-rarzh.’ My mother still follows his pronunciation of ‘pouffe’ as pouffée. (My all-time-favourite properism was allegedly overheard in a Dundee cake shop, where a well-dressed woman had requested the West Country millefeuille cream-and-jam confection she identified as a ‘Diving Slice’. ‘Diving’ would be pronounced ‘dehvin’ in street-Dundee, which is, I suppose, quite close to ‘Devon’.)

         But as good a single parent as my grandfather was, his calling came first; this meant Mum being dragged to wherever a flock found itself short of a denominationally appropriate shepherd. The move to Tayport frustrated her desire to go to catering college, and she instead left school at fourteen to work in a print office. She was always her daddy’s girl, though, and initially found the upgrading of my Nana from housekeeper to wife – and the subsequent arrival of her two half-siblings – very hard to accept. (This change of status may have been a while in preparation. There’s an old family photo with my mum’s vast birth-mum foregrounded, the only position she was capable of occupying, the poor woman, and looking like she wouldn’t make it through the camera spool; my Papa and Nana are standing in the back row, staring at each other with what looks like considerably more than a platonic regard.) Nana, while she warmed up delightfully in her later years, arrived on a war footing. The kids did not go hungry again, but often wished they had. She was a fine woman but a splendidly awful cook who worked from ration-book recipes thirty years after the war was over and could not be coaxed out of the jungle. Powdered eggs, waterlogged veg, tripe and onions; junket (a milk pudding, set by demonic means); custard with skin like a trampoline; grey second-day mince thinned with water that was soon third-day water thickened with mince. Mum dreamed of little but her own sweet-laden pantry, her own warm, weather- and bomb-proof home with its own safe, sealed-in, indestructible family.

         
            *

         

         Following the Valentine’s Day dance, Mum immediately twanged Charlie (Charlie went on to amass a fortune, and in broke years was wistfully recalled as ‘the man who was almost your father’, as if Dad had intercepted him at the point of insemination). She then declared her intention to marry my dad, and had all her teeth removed and replaced in anticipation of the big day. (Folk didn’t mess around back then. Mum had lost her tonsils merely by having casually accompanied her brother Frank to the hospital when he was having his own whipped out.) Dad found a little flat to rent in Main Street, off the Hilltown in Dundee; he and Mum then married at Papa’s church in King Street, Tayport. All his ancient colleagues and relatives were dutifully invited, leaving few seats for Mum’s own friends. On the day, she got stage fright and hid upstairs in the glory hole on an old packing trunk; she didn’t know any of these people. My lovely mad Aunt Bett was one of the bridesmaids but had declined the uniform in favour of her own red-rose-themed creation, and had done herself up like Carmen Miranda. She found my mum weeping on the trunk and helped her get dressed. My mother had desperately wanted to come down the aisle to ‘Here Comes the Bride’, but Papa selfishly vetoed it for ‘The King of Love My Shepherd Is’. Billy Gibson, the father of the local undertaker, was inexpensively hired to play piano at the reception. The couple left at 5 p.m. for their honeymoon: two nights at the Bay Hotel in Stonehaven. It was pelting with sleet by the time they got there. They managed one night, and then headed to where they really wanted to be: home.

         
            * Yes, triggering is a thing: but it involves your involuntary shaking, terror and need to be somewhere else immediately. Best not to use the word to describe your mild discomfort, or some offence you’re hosting on behalf of some notional third party.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            4 All I Can Remember Before 1967

         

         The rough-to-the-touch, black-and-white paisley pattern of the settee we had in Main Street. On my hands and knees in the lobby, too terror-stricken to cry because my mum’s disappeared. Sitting in a pram in School Road, parked outside the blue tin shack that stinks of peroxide where Mum gets her hair done. Watching fireworks being set off in the front garden from the living room window, and feeling I’m getting too old for this nappy. Granny’s incomprehensibly complex underthings. Chewing Granny’s teeth after I’d fished them from the glass of water on her nightstand. The weird taste of the vitamin-infused orange juice at the Young Mothers’ Club down the bottom of Macalpine Road where the fire brigade is now, opposite the crematorium. Turning the gold lid of a jelly jar shut on the honeybee I’d caught in the back green, the prize of its tiny gold pelt.

         Because they’re all I have, I want these things to mean something. But they won’t. They’re nothing, just memories of memories.

         
            *

         

         I am three years old, in bed in the dark. There’s a ribbon of yellow light at the foot of the closed door. On the far wall is, I know, the picture of the bug-eyed kid in striped pyjamas holding a golliwog. Drifting off, I hear that little song again, the one the balloon man sings – O! that filthy satyr, that Transylvanian louche, that prince of removals – and I know I will have precisely until it ends to start screaming and raise my parents from across the hall. As ever, though, the song is so dreadfully beguiling that I get lost in it, like a sprite inside a demon-trap inside a medieval prayer inside a psalter. I forget to shout out, and the last notes fade away, and it’s now too late. The hunched shape of the balloon man hirples off, pushing his squeaky wooden cart, his whistling lost in the rising tide of radio static; and before I can open my mouth to shout, I’m fixed by a flat vision of a huge satanic golliwog, staring at me. I’m wide awake but I can’t move or scream, and now have to ride it out. Because the golliwog doesn’t move, its perfect fixity means I’ve no idea how long the vision lasts. Time doesn’t seem to pass. I know at some point it will fade, and I’ll be able to yell out – but I’m not yelling yet, and even when I start, it seems to take long minutes for the scream to rise through my paralysis into my real lungs. At the age of six or so, I heard the song for the last time. I’ve forgotten it, every word and note. But then nothing is truly lost, only mislaid, or hiding.

         
            *

         

         O this dream: I love this one. I’m in a walled garden, very very high above the world. A river of mist is winding through the grey mountain peaks below. It’s a bright, blue morning. The garden is very pretty, with trees and silver streams and glassy ponds. Strange, tall, organic rock-forms make a natural encircling wall. I am waiting, I think, to be born, to be called down; but so painless, so free from anxiety or boredom is the waiting, I’m happy to sit here forever. Take your time.

         
            *

         

         Again and again, I dream of a substance. It’s a small ball of something grey and fuzzy and caustic and prickly, not made of anything I can recognise. Someone, a grown-up, insists that I touch it, hold it. As soon as I do I feel I am being internally dismantled. The only way I can describe it is as the intensification of known, mildly unpleasant sensations – boredom, discomfort, the ticklish feel of Granny’s blue Wedgwood bowl – to the point that they undergo a change of phase state and become a horror. It’s as though half the million little magnets that had been making me up had flipped their poles and were repelling the other half, trying to rip me apart from the inside. In an effort to contain it I seem to be contracting, so the sensation is of simultaneous implosion and explosion, the two working to produce a single unbearable force that is both balanced and at virulent odds with itself. The substance hums and prickles and it’s toxic and radioactive and has been plucked from the dead centre of a failed star. I fear this dream more than any other, and this stuff more than anything.

         
            *

         

         Tonight as I lie down to sleep I pray to god my soul to keep god bless mummy and daddy and stephen and granny and pappy and nana and papa amen. I can’t sleep facing that side, the side of the bed that’s pushed to the wall, because that’s the devil’s side, so I have to sleep on my left, but my heartbeat is so loud in my ear that I can’t. One night I tried sleeping the other way, but as I was falling asleep I could feel the bedclothes being pulled down by unseen hands at the foot of the bed.

         
            *

         

         Again and again, laid like a weightless dimension on the heavy world, the spaces. A space will open unannounced, with a feeling of huge melancholy, passing, aftermath, intolerable beauty, yearning, an articulated mystery that speaks in late shadow and in gold light, grass and hill and sky and passing cloud. In the future, a landscape or a face or a change in the light will raise their ghosts again, and their silent soundtrack will resume. Each space is a kind of definitive qualifier of being, and each has the quality (and I want to write I cannot stress this enough) of being both utterly distinct from all the other eternities and so far ‘beyond verbal description’ that my inability to articulate them is almost their only common feature. One enters any one of these states and never wishes to return, no matter how heavily are some tinted with sadness or regret. They are that deeper realm of feeling and living within which only the dead or the unborn can reside. Don’t worry, I won’t have to write like this often. Because they pass, or rather they occur less and less frequently as the soul dies into life, and after thirty years only music can summon them again, weakly, through its strange empty signs, and its way of combining them to conjure up sensations one has never known before.

         
            *

         

         I keep getting really upset by the emptiness of my parents’ faces, which seem underfurnished to the point of near-blankness. What is it with the two-eyes-and-one-mouth thing? I feel bereft, and I often weep over it. It’s accompanied by an awful hollow and abandoned feeling, centred in my stomach. Drinking water helps a bit. A hug both helps and makes it much worse. Also I hear voices as intensely rhythmic. I can hear an underlying beat to which they’re synchronised. To be honest, sometimes I think I may have come here from somewhere else.

      

   


   
      
         
            5 Happy Birthday to Me

         

         Nonetheless, one pieces things together. For the first couple of years I was too continuous with the world to tell you much about it. Then, like a flaming shit-tipped spear flung into the timeless Eden of which I recall nothing, will have come the news that I was to be a father. I mean a brother. My mum and I would have been fatally confused at this point; Winnicott wisely prefers ‘nursing couple’ to ‘mother and baby’, as there’s little point in trying to consider the child a separate entity; the mere fact of one person not being stuffed inside another isn’t necessarily a sign of their independence. I will have been happy for this arrangement to have obtained indefinitely, so this threat to my mother’s immaculate devotion won’t have been welcome.

         However, my parents had a stroke of luck. Lord knows what it is about the stimulating power of the Burns Supper, but houghmagandie was clearly the side order, and my sibling was due to arrive close to my own birthday, on the 30th of October. This meant that, with a bit of clever reframing, they could turn subtraction into addition. My imminent sibling was offered to me not as the dread usurper and thief of my mother’s love, but as a birthday present. Genius! I may still prefer the little bastard not to exist, but at least I would own them, which is the next best thing to killing them. I couldn’t speak much yet, but as my birthday approached I was taught a little catechism.

         – Whose birthday is it soon?

         – Mine!

         – How old are ye going to be?

         – Two!

         – What are you getting for your birthday?

         – A baby brother!

         – Or?

         – A baby sister!

         Scott was born on the 28th of October and died two days later, on my birthday. His lungs hadn’t properly formed. He was tiny and dark-haired; Mum fed him twice before he was taken away, and her arm ached for weeks where she’d cradled him. Papa visited Mum in the hospital, and was shocked to find her in the same bed on the same ward where his first wife had lost a child, my mother’s namesake, Jean; the baby had died of the same condition. Mum couldn’t face the funeral. Dad and Papa saw him out in a tiny white coffin at the crematorium.

         Mum made as much of a fuss as she could of me when she got home; I’ve no idea what they told me. But I’ll have been aware of two things: her dead-faced grief, and the fact that my present hadn’t turned up. I will have quickly done the maths. It had already been made clear to me that presents are for good boys. Certainly my mother looked disappointed in me, to the point of tears; what on earth had I done? Oh yeah … I’d wanted it to go down this way. Indeed, I’d willed it so, and was now paying for it. (In my more manic phases in my thirties I occasionally experienced, and unwisely expressed, a sense of my Kali-like, all-powerful destructive talent, and suspect its origins lie here.) As for my mum: yet again she will have seen someone she loved die far too soon, and she may have started to take it personally.

         I then embarked on a lifetime of elaborate apology. My mum used to say ‘Sorry’ would be on my gravestone; it really is the sound I make on exhalation. In my mind the apology has long been antecedent to the sin, and probably creates the necessity for it. One can’t be forever apologising for nothing; you need something to feel guilty about, so let’s do that, then. The sensation of guilt feels right to me. I also feel good being physically burdened, and barely notice the effort. While not particularly fit in any other way, I’ve ended up a packhorse who’ll carry your luggage half a mile, even if I already have my own on my back. Pile it on. I literally can’t feel it. My back and shoulders are misshapen through decades of carrying absurdly heavy gear and heavy bags, many of them yours. It also accounts for the nickname of ‘Women’s Rescue’ one girlfriend gave me, and my initially attractive habit of doing my utmost to alleviate the pain of women (though there’s a point in every relationship when one finally gets exhausted and resentful doing so, usually at the point the woman has come to rely on it), and my less attractive habit of unthinkingly siding with the woman in any argument. I didn’t really register how deep this reflex ran until, during a conversation on The Wizard of Oz, a girl who knew me better than most stopped me halfway through some thoughtful remarks I was making in defence of the Wicked Witch of the West. (But I mean – see it from her point of view. This little shit drops a house on her sister, then turns up wearing her slippers. I’d want to kill her.)

         It has also, as will soon become clear, made me an ideal narcissist’s ‘supply’, and to say that they see me coming would imply that I wasn’t looking for them. O who will forgive little Donald? Will you? There’s a class of narc (maybe best learn that abbreviation now, if it’s new to you) who always come on like they have the power to redeem you. Their beauty will take away your repulsiveness, their eternal youth your physical corruption, their love-bombing your self-loathing, their certainty your doubt, their moral infallibility or godliness your sin, their demand of sacrifice your blood-debt. For your redemption to occur, though, you need to believe in them; their virtues have to be real, even if they aren’t. My instinct to enable any good quality someone credits themselves with can border on the lunatic. (In the nineties I had a brief relationship with a saintly, beautiful, profoundly wise and intelligent individual – I know, because she told me – who then declared herself also in possession of a wonderful singing voice. At least then I discovered where my credulity drew the line.)

         Through no fault of my parents, I came to dread my birthday, and even now I still prefer to spend it alone. I used to pass this off as a deep distaste for self-celebration; that anyone would ever throw a party for themselves strikes me as practically disgusting. In my childhood, my birthday always seemed slung like a rope bridge between my mother’s grieving and Halloween, where the souls of the dead rise up and walk the earth. My favourite birthday ever occurred in Borneo: I’d been booked for a jazz gig up a tree in the rainforest – long story – and was uncontactable for days. I got to the 1st of November, realised I’d missed it completely, and felt a whole year younger.

         By way of a postscript: I’ve resolved to do as little skipping ahead as possible, but in this case a note on karma seems appropriate. My twin boys were due to be born on the 28th of October – again, what’s in the haggis? The night before, my mother was in barely contained hysterics as Scott’s own death-day swung into alignment. Because I can’t deal with the pain of women, I want to do anything I can to relieve it; my solipsistic instinct is still that it’s all on me. Annie was doing fine, though – and in no pain, following what I remain convinced was an epidural I encouraged her to take when it was offered. She’d already brought three girls into the world on nothing at all, and had felt every contraction; but why experience more pain than was necessary? One lad was already out, home and dry. Unfortunately, when the effects of the epidural started to ebb away, her body had forgotten how to push, and Jamie got stuck. Ideally constructive panic would’ve set in immediately, but our useless obstetrician was nowhere to be found; the midwives were frantic, for all that they tried to disguise it. Finally he was located, and even then I recall his approach as oddly louche, given the condition of Jamie’s heartbeat. After first trying calipers, ventouse and everything short of a rope and a donkey, he belatedly directed an emergency Caesarean. By now the epidural had worn off, and there was no time to administer an anaesthetic. So much for me being the human analgesic. Everything suddenly went authentically medieval: there is a world of difference between a doctor saying ‘This may make you feel a little uncomfortable’, which one may hear a few times over the course of a lifetime, and a furious surgeon saying ‘I’m so sorry; this will hurt you’, which ideally you never will. She was too drugged and out of it over the next two days to do much. I held both our kids before she did. In contrast to the Satan’s slapstick of his delivery (the hospital moved immediately into don’t-sue-us PR mode, following an official complaint from the midwife), Jamie then spent an age in the miracle of human competence that is the NICU, though for about a week or so it was fifty–fifty. They drew fluids from Jamie to confirm how far the oxygen levels had dropped, something accomplished by spinal tap, to which – I later saw in his notes – ‘he responded appropriately’, one of the grimmest turns of phrase I have read in my life.* Had this gone down differently, what it would have done to not only his mother, but his brother and grandmother, Lord alone knows. Likely this way of telling the story is deluded, and just more egotism on my part, an accusation I’d be happy to believe. Anyway, ladies: keep men the hell out of the birthing suite, unless you know exactly what they’re going to bring in with them. For every supportive father huffing through your contractions, there is one ashen-faced, fainting or interfering waste of air contributing nothing but a drain on everyone’s precious attention. Women have had this stuff covered forever.

         
            * These readings were alarming but somehow he got away with it unscathed. Indeed, the experience seemed to accidentally overwire his mirror neurons, so he’s an empath; if there’s a way of doing this painlessly as standard, we probably should. I mean, I don’t want to cramp his style if he wants to be an asshole or a mass murderer in later life, but he’s never been able to help being the sweetest kid, like his granddad, who was the sweetest kid. Russ: so are you.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            6 I’m Out with The Inn Folk

         

         One day, while my dad was waking up in Draffens, the department store where he now worked in soft furnishings, he saw an ad for ‘fine brush work’ at DC Thomson (the venerable Dundee publisher of not just the Sunday Post, but about half of the UK’s major comics and magazines), and figured his City & Guilds in painting and decorating might get him through the door. It did, and he settled down to forty years of colouring in Dennis the Menace and Desperate Dan, which is to say that for decades there was barely a child in the UK unacquainted with my father’s anonymous handiwork. Willie Whyte, a DCT co-worker, got wind of the fact he played the guitar. The era was now thankfully post-skiffle and the folk revival was in full swing, but Dundee still had no regular venue. Willie had a big voice, prodigious ear hair, and – having no kids to waste his cash on – a big Gibson J45 (of which my dad remained perennially covetous for decades: ‘It just sits under his bloody bed!’ he’d exclaim, about once a year, before consoling and tormenting himself with the thought that Willie’s neglect had left the neck warped, and the action unplayably high).

         Dad upgraded to a half-decent Levin, and together he and Willie founded the Dundee Folksong Club, which initially gathered in the function room of what was then the old Royal British Hotel in Castle Street. They also formed its house band, The Inn Folk, a complex pun which at the time was something of a brilliancy. They soon gained some popularity on the circuit, touring the country and making several radio appearances on BBC Scotland, though one spot went south when Willie got dry mouth during a whistled chorus of ‘Mama Don’t Allow’, adding at least one success to the list of Mama’s prohibitions. They also recorded one record. Literally, one: there was a slot-machine recording booth in the train station which would cut you a disc, and the two of them crammed in on their dinner break to lay down a version of ‘Stewball Was a Racehorse’. (‘… and I wish he were mine. / He never drank water, / he always drank wine.’ Tenner on Stewball! Yeah okay, maybe each way.) The session went well until the arrival of the 12.45 to Aberdeen on Platform 2, which despite its late running still beat both Stewball and the needle to the end of the tune.
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