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            ‘Suppose we tell of the birds that were Peter’s friends, particularly of the Never bird that built in a tree overhanging the lagoon.’

            J. M. Barrie, Peter Panviii
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1
            1 / Boys United

         

         I think the best children’s stories are those about friendship. Whether it’s the tale of the adventurous, slightly heartless boy who flies one evening through the Darlings’ window to look for his shadow, or the Little Prince adrift in the desert, these stories show that the first great challenge of our social lives is to find the friend who might somehow match our capacity for wonder. In my own childhood, I was always searching for such a friend, and from the very beginning it felt like a creative act, a bold, differentiating effort of the soul. One day in 1974, when I was among the dreamier pupils at St Winning’s Primary School, it so happened that the school trip (to a Glasgow park) was rained off, so Mrs Wallace decided the whole class should go instead to the Regal Cinema in the nearby town of Saltcoats. With its musty smell of old curtains and soft drinks spilled on the carpet, we watched Charlotte’s Web in the late afternoon. At the end of the film, I remember the other boys rushing up the aisle, tumbling through the exit hooting with laughter, embodying, I suppose, a healthy 2disregard for life’s more melancholy aspects. Sitting with a library copy of the book that night, and having no such disregard, I was blind with tears, moved to a kind of mental action by this story of loyalty, loss and renewal. I wanted a friend like Charlotte. Wilbur the pig asks the spider why she did all these things for him, saving his life and all, when Wilbur hadn’t done anything for her. Charlotte replies simply that Wilbur had been her friend. The reader understands in an instant how this must be a tremendous thing.

         Many years later, I believe the ties of friendship are as important to the average person as every other form of romance, a set of loyalties that turn in the head like old records. Writing this now, a memory of lost time comes drifting in on a harmonica – Bob Dylan’s ‘He Was a Friend of Mine’ – a gentle hymn to a great union, a guitar-picking, crack-voiced tribute to the yearning you can feel for an old friendship, as fresh as this morning. I can’t hear that song without thinking of Mark Macdonald, a friend of my Scottish childhood who stands now like a totem over all the friendships I’ve ever had, because he was the first to shine and the first to go. I dream of Mark in the famous red summer of 1976, the summer of droughts and Jammie Dodgers, Concorde and the Ford 3Fiesta, the Montreal Olympics and troubles in the North of Ireland. That summer and the following one, the summer of the Queen’s Silver Jubilee, stand out for their combination of national fervour and sweltering heat, the sense of cut-price refreshments and punk rock. Mark had his own story, but we joined forces for a few quick years and founded a boys’ own industry of discovery.

         I was new to the game, new to friendship, and the bold Mark, with his mop of chestnut hair and his deep fund of jokes, seemed to propose a happy answer to all my ridiculous doubts about the future. Family could seem terribly involved, it could be dark, personal, historical – and next to that, friendship was like a glass of cool water after a fever, a drink that was meant to last, quenching your worries. I can’t speak for all the families round our way, but the house I lived in with my parents and my three older brothers was a zone of adversities, unpaid bills, things you could never talk about, disappointments relating to the past. My parents worked, but they didn’t enjoy working, and they didn’t seem to enjoy family life either. They weren’t our friends, not then anyhow, and they weren’t friends with each other. The house in fact was a palace of stress and we weren’t allowed to bring anybody inside, which had the effect, over time, of making other 4people’s houses seem hugely exotic to me. By the age of eight or nine, I was mostly to be found in our neighbours’ houses, already lighting candles of friendship to illuminate all avenues of escape.

         I lived at Number 12 and Mark was at Number 26, across the square. We were soon flashing our torches at night in a flurry of codes. There was stress in everybody’s houses, but I learned from Mark that friendship was one of the vehicles to independence. He was good for me, funny and imaginative about people’s oddness, and it was only after meeting him that I believed friendship might be a clear riposte to all manner of repressions and Catholic ritual. Mark had a better home life, but he cultivated rebellion in ways that can challenge adults to the same extent as they delight children. At ten, we were developing a private language and claiming the world for ourselves.

         Among its virtues, friendship in childhood also thrives on a degree of perversity. Mark was heroic because he would say things nobody else would say. We didn’t ever hear it at school, but originality requires courage, and my first best friend was brilliant when it came to turning the tables on all that was expected of us. I don’t propose that friendship is necessarily the enemy of parenting, but it was 5a good start. When I was young, parents often saw their children’s friends as the family’s worst enemies. And with reason. A great friend can summon a new world order, and, best of all, the beginnings of a new person for you to be, tugged from the constraints of home and homily.

         Soon enough, Mark and I were out conquering the seaside towns of Ayrshire, loitering in penny arcades and graveyards until there was darkness over the coast. Preadolescence is a particularly fruitful time for alliances that can seem to outwit adult complexity. Mark was wiser than any adult I knew because his laughter came from a much deeper place. We laughed all day, making fun of our circumstances and the various characters of the town, and never, at least on my part, giving much of a thought for the uptight world that was waiting back home. There were many long walks in our youth, much dilly-dallying down roads in the early dusk, as well as a lot of loitering in bus stops or outside chip shops, killing time. That phrase is always pejorative now, ‘killing time’ describing a failure to be purposeful, but in the golden hours of young comradeship, to kill time is to be a happy murderer. For Mark and me, the hours never dragged, they oozed, and we were the unbeaten Ayrshire champions of doing nothing brilliantly. We could spend a 6whole evening procuring and sharing a bag of chips, and such evenings still exist in a vapour of salt and vinegar. As with Proust’s famous madeleine, I need only sniff a chip shop pickled onion and all the promise of friendship returns to me with its cargo of grief.

         I have in my hand a box of matches – Scottish Bluebell, made in Glasgow once upon a time by Bryant & May – and when I strike a light, just for the memory of it, a second’s burst of burning sulphur takes me to the core of childhood mischief, to Mark and me in those bus stops surrounding our housing estate, lighting a stolen cigarette, burning a piece of paper just for the hell of it. Boredom, no less than killing time, was a seedbed of opportunity, a chance to create nonsense and riot out of the dormant minutes. Time was never empty; it was simply about waiting for the right thing to happen. That’s a vital element in childhood friendships, the consciousness of time being on your side, of time being your friend and not the sworn enemy it so often seems to be for busy adults. Mark and I stared at things – a burning milk crate, a dead and rotting crab between the rocks, a comic book, the middle distance – in a way that was utterly vital and natural, without knowing that it was a talent children are bound to lose to the deadlines and responsibilities that 7come later. Fire was fascinating. We had the urge to light things just to see how they would change. Best of all was dropping the burning match into the box itself, creating a flare that we called a ‘genie’ – a staking-it-all-on-red effusion of light, there in the dark of the bus shelter or in one of the tunnels connecting the new estate to the old part of the town. First friendships involve such experiments, almost secrets, and I think of my first friend as a kind of explorer, Marco Polo Macdonald, who distinguished himself among all the cowlicked boys and girls by being the riskiest.

         In those days, at least in suburban Scotland, you could feel far from the world, and friendship unaided by technology meant shared physical spaces – I’m speaking of swing parks and railway sidings, youth clubs and discos, shopping malls, seaside promenades, swimming baths and building sites, football fields and industrial wastelands – places you didn’t go to with adults and which felt private. Mark and I were sometimes joined by a lively, smart little kid called David Tully. Smiling, freckle-faced, he was always coming up with new games and was a kind of dynamo. I can still see Davie with his arms outstretched, impersonating a fighter plane as he ran between the grass hillocks in our square, rattling like a 8tail gun and shouting for more ammo. He would later serve with the RAF before becoming a commercial airline pilot. On Instagram these days, I enjoy the maps he posts of his flight paths across the world, Singapore, Barbados, Melbourne, and of course I see again the excellent inventor he used to be, readying himself for life not by being obedient and staying at home to devise a plan with his parents, but by running free in the Scottish weather and defining with his friends a different life.

         Our parents had grown up during the war, their childhoods defined by the air raid siren and evacuation, and they never spoke about enchantment. For us, childhood was all gains but for them it appeared to be all loss, that was the difference. By the early 1980s we were computer kids, comedy kids, library-haunting kids, and our parents scarcely knew us. I never imagined a world would come about where my pals and I wouldn’t be killing it together. We were too young to know that the inch of air that separated us would one day become a gulf – a gulf of hundreds of miles and untold new experiences and other friends: eventually a shadowland of time itself. Mark was unwell, and he never seemed fixed to the earth as other people were, and his talent for sudden disappearances was already part of his charm. 9

         First friends are the eternal ones, the mad ones, your original psychic twins. They are the freedom fighters of your schooldays and the steady wheels on your bid for personhood. For me, they are the splitters of the atom and the Lost Boys of Neverland. And they weren’t only boys either. From the very first, I had ‘lassie pals’, as the locals called them, as if the term itself might sum up the weird new world some of us were entering into. Walking to primary school through the building sites of another new housing estate, my coeval was Elizabeth Watt, a sweet girl with a winningly demonic streak. We were five years old, walking a mile to school by ourselves, and we were flashed at a few times by council estate marauders who were vaguely familiar but never caught, so far as I know. In any event, we found it quite funny, which is the sort of thing that friends, even five-year-olds, might find difficult to explain to their parents, and impossible to explain now. Those were the times. Elizabeth moved from our town and was soon replaced by another girl, Audrey Sabin, who remains in my memory an accidental genius of adolescent comedy. For ten years we laughed our heads off walking to and from school, then it was over in a flash of sudden activity, adolescence giving way to the kinds of departure that put an end to the old vibe. 10But I still miss Audrey, her blazing red hair and her untiring belief that tomorrow was going to be on our side.

         Our local poet in Ayrshire, Robert Burns, was more than alive to the sense of urgency that made a daily festival of friendship, and he wrote from the beginning as if fellowship was among the chief gifts of life.

         
            
               John Anderson my jo, John,

               We clamb the hill the gither;

               And mony a canty day, John,

               We’ve had wi’ ane anither:

               Now we maun totter down, John, 

               And hand in hand we’ ll go;

               And sleep the gither at the foot, 

               John Anderson my Jo.

            

         

         Anyone wishing to comprehend the togetherness of true friendship could do worse than dwell on those simple lines. We all meet a John Anderson, and, if lucky, we meet them several times in the course of life, a Mark, an Elaine, a Keith or a Jane, and their good nature becomes the springboard of your sense of belonging in the world. In families, we often require our children or our siblings to be an aspect of ourselves, of our group identity, but a 11good friend will only require that you fulfil all aspects of yourself. I know I needed that permission from my best friends like I needed air to breathe.
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         Larry Kegan was Bob Dylan’s best friend at summer camp when the boys were twelve. ‘We were all active,’ Dylan later wrote, ‘but he was wild.’ And isn’t that part of the glamour of a new friend at that age – the rage against convention, their wildness so much more than yours yet forming that emulative gleam in your eye? In life we are always measuring ourselves against the capabilities of others, surrendering our ego to an impressive force, a person who might for a time seem more completely realised. It can feel like freedom, surrendering to someone who has no greater authority than that they like you. I remember it well. It’s a species of love, rather under-described in most of our cultures, to be accepted and changed by an alternative self. The spirit in that kind of relationship, its responsibilities, are deep down in the mix, tacitly agreed and not mentioned. Generally speaking, nobody wants a best friend who asks you how you feel about them. It’s fine. It’s sorted. Get the drinks 12in and tell stories and make the day better than it was. Ironically, a friend is someone whom you repay for not wanting to possess you, and it may count among the nuances of love that we cannot extend that same consideration to those we fancy.

         Perhaps that is why early friendship gives itself so readily to nostalgia, because it’s always about somebody we used to know and love, before our needs turned into duties. Dylan’s friend Larry was a different kind of hero in a different kind of romance, the guy who helped the great songwriter to arrive at himself. For these young men, the gates to the future were swinging on their hinges long before the doors of perception were ever breached, and Larry – like another Larry, a friend in my teenage years who died at thirty-five – would come to represent the innocence of hope. Dylan’s Larry jumped off a sea wall in 1958 and broke his back. He would be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. The song ‘He Was a Friend of Mine’ recalls the spirit of potential that is there in everybody’s life, lying in Dylan’s memory like the early snows of winter, waiting for the first tread. Many an old hope is embedded in melody, and it’s beautiful to hear the artist’s voice reaching for the splendour of young Larry before the fall, perhaps recognising – as we all do, 13looking back – how time and chance are wont to separate such boys and allow them to experience life differently. Some of my first friends spoke as if I was bound to have the luck, and I feel I did here and there, except in one big respect, that I didn’t have them beside me. Like everyone in their youth, we were silly and dreamy about loyalty; at Smokers’ Corner in St Michael’s Academy, where we repaired every playtime and lunchtime for shared cigarettes, some of the guys gave each other tattoos using the point of a compass and a bottle of Indian ink. It was merely a dot, but we called it the B.U.N.D.Y – Boys United Never Die Young.

         There will be those who think of old friends the way many people think of old toys – redundant and broken, up in the dusty attics of memory, or boxed up and ready to go to some random charity shop of the mind. I would have trouble with that, needless to say, and the thought brings back to me a comical situation I found myself in a decade or so ago. It is a story against myself and the male of the species, serving hard in the trenches of sentimentality. I was on duty at a premiere screening of Toy Story 3 with my then six-year-old. The room was full of seasoned media types, including, to my amusement, a notorious war reporter sitting in our row. The film had 14only just begun, had scarcely cleared its throat, before the seats began gently to shake, a minor tremor at first that nevertheless registered immediately on the Richter scale of adult male embarrassment. On-screen, Andy is leaving for college, with hardly a single thought for his old toys, and his mother accidentally throws them out for the bin lorry. The tremor in our row grew stronger, and when I turned to look along the seats, I saw that the war correspondent (a man who had witnessed the worst modern history had to offer) was sobbing into his popcorn to the exact same extent that I was. Toy Story 3 was taking it out of us, destroying us, while our children stared at the screen in idle composure.

         In pixels as in life, friendship is a workaday virtue. It takes the best of what you have and gifts a portion of it to others. Will you be available for generosity when you’re down on your luck? Can you overcome your own mood to lighten somebody else’s? Are you in the game for defending your friend from attack when it might benefit you more to stay quiet, or worse, may entertain you more to drop a thimble of poison into the mix? Can you not take offence, when offence is implied? Can you take a criticism and parry a joke at the worst of times as well as the best? Can you resist making it all about you, and can 15you take your friend to lunch without her worrying about the bill? I must confess, I sometimes feel, in these straitened times for fraternity, that friendship has taken a battering, and not always deservingly. It may soon become a luxury not a staple in the diet of everyday life. But I hope not, because a good friend is a lesson in empathy that no one can do without.
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         I was brought up to expect that friends might disappear. It was always what happened in my parents’ stories. They spoke of their vanished friends as if they were mythical creatures in the great fairy tale of childhood. We found it hard to imagine that our parents had once had vibrant and cheeky friends too, because they only ever spoke about the hardships of their Glasgow past. But my mother, Nancy, did in fact have a whole host of optimists in her life, once upon a time. Her best friend was called Jean, a Glaswegian siren of easy laughter and dirndl skirts, and we see her in command and dressed to the nines in my parents’ wedding photographs, taken on Boxing Day 1959. I think it’s safe to say that my parents’ marriage was broken before it began, but they are 16all smiles that day, leaning into the future with the customary faith in hope over experience. Jean had been my mum’s best friend in the Glasgow dance halls, and just the mention of those places – the Majestic, the Locarno, the Barrowland, the Plaza – used to summon for me the idea of a brilliant series of personal dramas. Jean’s face still radiates good times on the tissue-paper-covered pages of that wedding album, as if to say, ‘Someday this will all be true,’ and she and my mother are the believing angels of that winter’s day in the centre of Glasgow. It’s the friendship that stands out. The album itself would be the only relic of my parents’ 1950s – no letters, no jewellery, no heirlooms or clothes – such that the album took on huge commemorative power in our family, evidence of the life my mother had left behind.

         Her friend Jean was the symbol of suspended happy times that were never talked about in any detail – holidays on the Isle of Man, visits to Glasgow cafés, shifts worked at Templeton’s carpet factory on the London Road, before marriage and having children with a man who didn’t really want either. But those dance halls and those holidays would become the secret landscape of friendship and freedom for my mother, evocations that would echo down the years. When our mother spoke of 17her family, she was usually referring to her mum, her dad and her siblings, not her children and their father. It was as if ‘family’ was a thing of the past, as was friendship: the sort of thing you only had when you were young. Like the old tenements, such elements were soon to be pummelled into dust, replaced in a flurry of hope by shiny new dwellings in which domestic bliss was heavily advertised but hard to achieve.

         Jean became a ghost. We’re not even sure about her surname. There were no letters, no visits, no reunions, no birthday flowers or telephone conversations. She only exists in those pictures from 1959, nearly ten years before I was born. I never met her and she would remain absent for the rest of my mother’s life. It’s true that Nancy had disappeared too, into the washing-and-ironing universe of her new family, and Jean had moved to take up a better life in Jersey. Forever after, that friend would represent a life before what my mum freely called her ‘struggles’. She looked back on an age of peroxide and Alice bands. I used to dream that I would somehow reunite my mother and her bridesmaid Jean, giving them a second wind as late-life friends – a chance that work and chauvinism had probably denied them, or denied Nancy anyhow – and I yearned to see them whirling again under the mirror 18balls that had once appeared so essential to them. When my mother died, I thought of Jean and wondered if she knew her old friend was gone.
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         Perhaps Dylan was right: No Direction Home. But on sunny days I feel that the best friendships can never really end. They exist in spores all over the place and they embolden one’s basic faith in togetherness. You are just another body suspended in air until someone puts out a hand to you, someone who isn’t your family. The beginning of friendship is more than the start of your social existence: it is the test, the measure, the guarantee of your empathy, and the beginning of so much fun. Romantic love gets all the headlines, the novels, the musical standards and the big cinema moments, but just as often it is strong friendship that properly describes the shape of your life. For the lucky, the friend may be with you from beginning to end, growing and changing with you through the years, collapsing and rising, both of you in and out of love with others, accepting, denying and knowing better. The friend will always know you as a matter of course, a matter of tolerance, mingling high 19times and low times while the two of you stand there, apart but together, independent but conjoined, this person who is the unsung guardian of your better nature. You have nothing to declare but your common purpose, the wish to rise higher than your one brief self.

         My friend Mark and I lost touch with each other. He too disappeared. I don’t know how. Maybe it was the tradition round our way. My first book, The Missing, drew on it, the sense that some people in this world are just built for absence. And now, as opposed to the tens of thousands of photographs I have of my daughter and my current friends, I don’t have a single photograph of Mark. Not one. All those seaside adventures, bunking off school, all those nights at fairgrounds and hanging about at cinemas or smoking Player’s No. 6 in our pre-adolescent dens. He loved ghost stories, and nowadays when I look back I see the two of us as companionable ghosts on the strand at Saltcoats, two young lads inscribed on the daylight but never captured in photographs.

         The lack of snaps somehow underscores the fictional nature of our friendship. And yet he was there, and in recent years I’ve looked for him. There are few facts to explain it. Mark was in and out of hospital. As a teenager, I met a new crowd and went off to university and 20somehow the relationship ran into the sand. People can disappear into their own lives, or they can die under a different name, or they can exist beyond one’s power to reach them, which is harder in the age of the Internet than it used to be. For a long time I wondered if Mark was dead: he had no social media footprint that I could see, and there was an eerie gap where his presence had been. I ordered death certificates, expecting one of them to show that Mark had died in the noughties, uncontroversially adrift from who we used to be. I thought of him often during the pandemic, knowing his health as a boy had been poor, and over time I began to believe that our big adventure had simply been an overture to life. It wasn’t meant to last, but it contained within it all the elements of our future lives, and that seemed fine.

         In that jubilant British summer of 1976, when eventually it got dark of an evening, Mark and I would take our torches and shine them over the fields and into the trees, before heeding the calls of our respective mothers and returning home. I remember sitting up late in my box bedroom, listening to Radio Luxembourg or the Shipping Forecast on a tiny blue plastic transistor radio that I’d got for Christmas. Twisting the dial, I imagined, amid the scramble of voices and broken tunes and foreign 21words, that there must be other brilliant friendships out there animating the world. The music would be muffled in the bedclothes as I took up my torch and went to the window. My friend lived opposite, and I’d stare from my bedroom window down to his, and I’d see the flash. We had a system. Two flashes meant: Goodnight, pal. Three meant: See you tomorrow. 22
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