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Chapter 1

I had seen Harriet Fink at the youth club and she had intrigued me. She was tall, serious and Jewish. Like me, she was not part of the crowd but, unlike me, this didn’t bother her. I’d never spoken to her and thought she hadn’t noticed me. She hadn’t, until now.

“That was quite funny, Barry,” she said. “I didn’t know you were a poet.” 

“Yeah, well, it’s, y’know, stuff I think of,” I said, painfully aware how clearer the words were on the page than those that came out of my mouth.

She laughed, the faintest tinkle - with me or at me? I wasn’t sure, and for a moment wondered if This might be It. I’d long convinced myself that no one from her stratosphere was ever likely to enter my dreary orbit. Until now.

Harriet didn’t look like the glamorous waifs who glided round Theodor Herzl Juniors in their jazzy tops and lightly flared loon pants. She dressed like my mum – sensible pleated skirts and plain white blouses. But she was talking to me. 

All I’d wanted for as long as I could remember was a woman to love, someone who would look past my crippling shyness, accept me for who I was and love me back, a soulmate to live with in contentment for the rest of my days: friend, lover, companion, mother to our children. Time was running out: I was getting old. Next year I would be 18.

How would I find this creature? Here was a starting place: poetry reading.

I hadn’t planned to perform at Chapeltown Community Centre that afternoon but had been encouraged by Mum and Dad. They’d guessed correctly that the only way they might cajole me into Leeds Jewish Life would be through arts and culture. 

I studied Harriet. Her proximity demanded further investigation; what were teenage hormones for if not to reduce the complexity of all human relationships to first impressions of physical appearance? When I’d said Harriet was tall, had I meant elegant? For serious, thoughtful? And by Jewish, did I mean “life partner that my parents would accept”?

“What are you looking at?” She laughed again, this time enough to produce a gentle smile. I’d never seen her smile. 

“Uh, oh, nothing, sorry.” Sorry for what I had no idea. “Saw the time, I have to go, bye.”

“See you,” she said, and stepped away.

Waiting in the gloomy spring drizzle for the number 36 to take me back to Moortown, I attempted an objective summary of those five glorious minutes when Barry Goldman, embodiment of nonentity, became Barry Goldman, Poet. 

I liked jokes and making them rhyme. Teachers gave me bad marks for putting them in my English essays, so one day I thought I’d collect a few and read them out loud:

I was a bouncing baby, 16 pounds to be precise

When mother first saw me she thought that she’d been pregnant twice

As they held me up to slap me and caress me upside down

Imagine their surprise and fear for I was right way round.

I’d said those lines to the bathroom mirror on several occasions. Enjoyed writing them and thought some might be amusing but had no idea what to expect. I was a harsh critic of my physical appearance and assumed every girl who ever encountered me thought the same. I’d glared at those big, watery brown eyes staring back at me and narrowed them sternly, judging, and realised I looked quite funny. I turned one way, then another, noticing if I gazed to the left my enormous, rounded nose appeared outstandingly graceless. 

The event, for me, was… unusual. No. How about extraordinary? That still didn’t come close to explaining the sensations through my whole body - unlike anything I’d ever come across.

Reading poems in front of people involved a new discovery. When a room full of them laughed, I had to wait until they stopped before I carried on. My teenage peers had found them funny. Harriet Fink had laughed.

The sound of 80 of my contemporaries laughing at something I created was nice – was that too genteel a word? Like being validated, bathed in human warmth and kindness, and belonging. Many of these were feelings I was experiencing for the first time, and at the same time.

None of these people had ever been nice to me. Maybe they could tell I thought they were all a bunch of idiots.

I hated the youth club and disliked almost everyone who attended. The boys were slobs and the girls I dismissed as incapable of independent thought. Not one of them would have read Women, Resistance and Revolution, or been aware that the author of that great book, Sheila Rowbotham, was also from Leeds. 

If I hadn’t been fearful of social interaction, I might have got to know them better and discovered things about them that would have challenged my set views. They could have got to know me, too. Learned that the main reason I read Women, Resistance and Revolution was because I’d seen a pretty student reading it and wondered if she’d fancy me if she saw me reading it, too.

It spoke to me in other ways, made me understand why Dad went to work at the clothing factory and Mum stayed at home. Older sister Judith had long since fashioned an escape to London, the glamorous alien capital city I could only dream of visiting. Dad was the boss of the factory, like his dad before him. My future in trouser manufacture was already mapped out.

The bus arrived to return me to the dull life and habitual safety of normality. Only then did I see a bulky, wheezing teenager steaming towards us. I leapt on board, hoping the driver would head off before Maurice Harvey’s lumbering body reached the bus, but this rare display of athleticism was enough to propel him in.

I took a seat at the back, hoping he hadn’t seen me, but the boorish lump was on a mission: to fill my personal space with Maurice Harvey. Unusually, there was urgency and purpose in his every move. He plonked his ample behind on the seat beside me, taking up more than half, as he considered his right.

“Goldman,” he said, still panting from the exertion. “You. Me. We need to talk. Now.”


Chapter 2

I’d never seen Maurice so agitated. 

He opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out. Grabbed the bar of the seat in front, like a drunk holding a wall as if his life depended on it. 

In some ways, Maurice was my closest friend. We shared a love of comedy and Leeds United, spent many hours together watching Steptoe, Porridge, Reggie Perrin, and Leeds United. We conversed at length in comedy catchphrases and sporting metaphors, which was enough to engage us. We never discussed our feelings. We were teenage boys.

“What did she say? What did she say?”

“Who, Maurice? What are you talking about?”

He breathed out heavily, “Ha, ha, ha,” as though he was being sarcastic. It took a moment to understand he was trying to say another word.

“Harriet?”

“No, Barry, the Queen.” He smiled, his breath and sarcasm back. “Shlemiel, who do you think? Course I bloody mean Harriet.” Maurice was the first of our gang to understand the power of swearing in Yiddish, the language of our grandparents. “She came to talk to you!”

I shrugged, still confused. Maurice had no difficulty talking to girls. He was so in love with himself that he imagined all womankind felt the same way. If one girl didn’t buy it, he moved on to the next. There was no universe I knew of in which Maurice Harvey could be jealous because a girl spoke to me.

“You’re weird.”

He was not wrong about this. As far as I knew, none of the other boys in my class wrote silly poems about themselves. Or professed support for women’s lib, apart from the bra-burning aspect. I enjoyed the moral superiority of my pioneering attitude towards women for a 1970s Leeds teenager, silently weeping myself to sleep each night at my inability to ask out the ones I fancied.

Having regained the power of speech, he regained the power he had over me.

“What did she say? Why did she come to you?” The words spilled out in a torrent, relieved that Maurice’s breath had returned to deliver the logjam of vitriol at the back of his throat. “Harriet Fink. The ice maiden. No boy has ever spoken to her, even Andrew Duffy says she’s out of his league. But you! Look at you in your grey-patterned tank top and your beige flares, dressed like a schlock.” 

Skipping past the pain of his wounding judgment of what I thought my coolest performing outfit, I started to see the Harriet Fink he described. Of course she was beautiful, attractive and unattainable. In my world, all girls were like that. 

It hadn’t occurred to me that Maurice Harvey and even Andrew Duffy had ever experienced fear of rejection. Even if she wasn’t It, or the pre-It, there was a sudden excitement in the possibility that she might be Another, a proto-Muse. 

I’d thought the momentary pause in the conversation was Maurice building energy for part two, but that was it.

“Answer me, you big shmock,” he said, narrowing his already tiny eyes with an accusing look. “What did she say?”

“I dunno, something about the poems…”

“What do you mean, you dunno? Did you ask her out?”

“What?”

“Harriet Fink came up to you. To you,” he added, helpfully emphasising his incredulity. “And you didn’t ask her out? You’re a bigger shmegegge than I thought,” and he was back in control, that mocking laugh a relief I hadn’t got one better than him by asking her out.

Maurice and I were an odd couple, everyone agreed. We hadn’t sought each other out; our connection was forged through the sturdy bonds of compatibility between our mums, Sybil Goldman and Irene Harvey. They had been teenage friends during the War and assumed their sons would continue the attachment. 

They shared a lively sense of humour but whatever differences attracted the two of them had extended over time. Irene was brash and extrovert – a perfect match for Gerald Harvey, a man as loud as his jewellery. Mum had fallen for the more strong, silent “my-dad” type.

However well two mothers get on, there’s no guarantee the kids will hit it off. But we both supported Leeds United and the only way our parents would allow us to watch the team every fortnight was if we went to the game together.

The trouble with kids like Maurice was they thought everyone was like them: happy to trample on people’s feelings to get what they wanted. The trouble with kids like me was I thought everyone was like me. Maurice may have acted in a boorish, unpleasant way towards his fellow humans, I told myself, but deep down even he was capable of decent behaviour. 

“We spoke for two seconds. Why should I ask her out?”

“Because she’s a bird. And you’re a bloke.” He’d switched seamlessly from mockery to anger. 

“We’re both people,” I said, wondering if that was something I’d picked up from Sheila Rowbotham.

“You twat!”

“What if it was her decision? If she fancied me, why wouldn’t she ask me?”

“Because she’s a bird. And you’re a bloke,” he smiled, savouring the repetition. “Bloody hell, Barry, you’re a bit thick sometimes.”

However harshly I judged his Neanderthal attitude, I was jealous of Maurice’s approach to women. I should and could have asked her out. I could live with Maurice’s anger and mockery, not his gentler pity.

“What are you waiting for?”

I stared out the window, disappointed to see we were still in Chapel Allerton, four stops before Maurice’s departure. 

“You’re not a puftah, are you?”

“Gay. You mean gay. No I’m not,” I said, “but what if I was?”

He made an exaggerated move away from me.

“Oh my God. The poetry. Not fancying Harriet.” Oh, no, not the voice. Please don’t do the Monty Python gay man voice. “It’s not me you fancy, is it, ducky?” he asked, doing the Monty Python gay man voice.

I formulated a concise reply about the changing attitudes to gender prompted by the sexual revolution of the previous decade. Questioned Maurice’s own sexuality, speculating wryly on whether his arcane attitude to gay men was borne out of the successful suppression of his own homoerotic desires.

What came out instead was:

“Bowie’s gay.” 

“I’m not sitting next to him on a bus.”

Maurice shuffled the mass of his behind away from me exaggeratedly, his discovery of my alleged homosexuality combining with his limited medical knowledge to suggest my affliction might be contagious. 

“And he’s got a gorgeous bird. How long have I known you, Barry? Ten years? Is this why you’re so crap at getting off with women? Is it because you don’t fancy them? Were you thinking about getting off with me all that time? Have you always been…  gay?”

“I don’t know. Have you always been fat?”

Maurice stared, shocked. Our comedy insults were usually borrowed from our favourite TV shows. “Your majesty is like a stream of bat’s piss,” as the Python chaps said. I’d observed Maurice rude, angry, loud, mean, sarcastic; this was the first time I’d seen him wounded.

“Sorry,” I said, feebly. Which made things worse. 

An angry silence hung over the rest of the journey. Maurice usually got the better of me, and I usually allowed this to happen. It occurred to me that my life could be different; maybe I had some power over its journey, an ability to ask girls out. I quickly dismissed the thought as I headed back to the bosom of my parents, where a life of suburban contentment and factory bossing stretched ahead.

When I got home, Mum was busy as usual doing everything while listening to Radio Two; washing up, preparing supper, smoking a fag. Mum was not tall, and the pile of dirty pans on the side of the board almost reached her neck. She was loving, kind and unpretentious, face stern (to me, anyway), bright blue eyes making me feel like she could tell what I was really thinking. 

She had this amazing skill of being able to smoke and talk at the same time, hands free. I tried to emulate this whenever I sneaked off to the bathroom for a quick puff, but the smoke always whacked the back of my lungs and the front of my eyes simultaneously, and the cigarette would fall out of my mouth into the sink, damp and unsmokeable.

“How was the club?” 

“Okay, thanks,” I replied, working hard to conceal my excitement at having been approached by Harriet. 

“Was Maurice there?” she asked, over the faint ka-tank of washing saucepans in the kitchen sink.

“Yes, we got the bus home together.” 

“Oh, that’s nice. Glad you’re still getting on with Maurice.”

“Mhm.”

I looked in towards the kitchen, drawn by the familiar smell of Sunday-night supper: fish fingers and chips. As if from nowhere, a steaming bowl of peas seemed to fly in front of me.

“Perfect timing!” Dad said with the exaggerated eyebrow-raising he liked to use when attempting to entertain, while holding a steaming bowl of overcooked tinned vegetables. 

Dad was tall and handsome with a thick head of hair, but the bushy eyebrows and over-sized nose made him look less like the dashing film-star lead and more that he was wearing a Groucho Marx mask.

He worked hard to keep our evening meals lively. Judith was in her final year at university and rarely home for more than a few days each year. None of us had quite managed to fill the Judith-sized gap that had entered our lives. Mum and I appreciated his brave attempts.

“Fish hands for supper!” he exclaimed as though for the first and not the hundredth time.

“I’ll have the thumbs, please,” I said on cue as I followed him to the table and poured out three even tumblers of Robinson’s diluted orange squash.

“Sorry, we’ve only got fingers,” he said convincingly, as though he’d only that moment checked with Mum. 

“Everything okay?” Mum asked, plonking our fish fingers and chips on the table, attuned as always to my slightest difference in mood.

“Yeah, sure,” I lied breezily, but felt a pang of sadness that Judith was no longer here. Which we all felt on occasion. This time there was a melancholic imagining of what Sunday nights would be like for them alone when I, too, would be gone come September, to the exciting new world of student life. We were the first generation of Goldmans to go to university. Even Dad accepted that I shouldn’t join the family firm straight away – and that a graduate with fancy gown and mortar board might confer some extra credibility on H Goldman and Son Quality Outfitters.

“All set for another exciting week at school?” Dad asked, smiling ironically.

“Ooh, yes, double statistics tomorrow.”

“Benjamin Disraeli,” he boomed in his gentle Yorkshire accent; he loved to roll the “Israel” part around his tongue and remind me that this country had once elected a Jewish prime minister, even though he’d been a practising Anglican. “There are three kinds of lies-”

“Lies,” I joined in, “Damned lies and statistics-”

“Have I quoted Disraeli before?” he asked.

“The probability is one hundred per cent,” I said.

“Don’t forget next Saturday,” Mum said, coming in with her plate.

“What about it?” I asked.

“What do you mean?!” Mum said, mock wounded.

“The Eurovision Song Contest!” said Dad.

We followed many ancient traditions in the Goldman household, kept alive for thousands of years by Jews across the world: lighting the candles on Friday night to welcome Shabbat, eight days of Passover that marked our escape from slavery in ancient Egypt. And now, watching Eurovision with Grandma Rebecca. 

This new ritual began in 1973, when Israel made its debut. While others wondered on which map it had been decided that Israel was a part of Europe, I’d been bickering with Dad about the Yom Kippur War of that year. We got on for the most part, but this was a problematic subject. He was Israel, I was Palestine; there was no chance of a peace breakthrough on this.

No self-respecting teenager had time for Eurovision. Even Maurice, whose eclectic tastes had marked him out as the only Jew I’d ever met who adored rock and roll. The rest of us had long been led away from the plinky-plop nonsense that passed for music in the eyes of parents and toddlers by Radio One’s maverick DJ John Peel, who had introduced us to messy, angry rock stars like Bowie, Roxy Music, Bob Marley, Led Zeppelin, Slade and many more. There was no room for you in my gang if you were 17 and still liked Abba.

Assuming my Eurovision watching days were over, I’d arranged to perform at a student folk club, depending on the outcome of today’s performance.

“Oh, I was planning on going out next Saturday.”

“Really?” said Mum, anxiously. “Where to?”

“Well it’s partly school related,” which was partly true. “You know I’m writing poetry for my English exam. I want to try it out at a proper poetry night, to er, check.”

“What do you need to check?”

I could say anything and they would have no idea what I was on about. “The scanning.”

Monty looked at Sybil. 

“Whereabouts?” 

“Headingley.”

Sybil looked at Monty.

In Moortown, where we lived, the word Headingley meant “students”, which also meant “long-haired hippies”, “drugs”, “girls who didn’t wear bras”, “left-wing politics”, “loud, thumping music” and “people who have absolutely nothing in common with us.” 

Lazy prejudices and stereotypes, each one categorically correct. Why else would I want to go there?

“It won’t be late. Be back in time for the final scoring.”

“I suppose he could go if Maurice goes too Sybil.”

“Ah, not sure I’ll be able to go with Maurice.”

Mum, hardened by years of negotiating with teenagers, held my gaze firmly. 

“Either you go with Maurice or you don’t go at all.”

That was it, then. I was going with Maurice.

I ran to my room, although it felt more like flying. Couldn’t wait to discuss the Harriet meeting with my two closest confidantes. 

“I think I’m in love,” I told Joni and Yoko as we lay in bed together.

“Hoo boy,” said Joni. “Someone’s got it bad today.”

“Is that so?” asked Yoko, not quite believing me. 

“She liked my poetry,” I said, slightly defensively. Joni smirked.

“Sorry,” she said. “Do go on.” 

“I could have asked her out and I blew it. And now I think she’ll be seeing Maurice Harvey.”

“Always the bystander, hey Barry?”

“He’s 17, Joni! Let him make his own mistakes and learn from them.”

“Do you think I’m making a mistake, Yoko?”

While it was true I lacked whatever missing magical component teenage boys required to ask girls out, in my fertile imagination I was able to converse easily with beautiful women. It didn’t matter that I’d never met Joni Mitchell or Yoko Ono. I knew them well through the lyrics they wrote, printed inside the album covers strewn across my single bed. Who better to make sense of my awkward teenage feelings and guide me on the painful voyage towards sensual fulfilment?

I loved Pete Townshend’s raw anger, Ray Davies’s barbed whimsy, and David Bowie’s haunting apocalyptic musical paintings of Five Years and Life On Mars. But Joni understood there was no darker, scarier place on earth than your own tortured soul. She and Yoko told me what I needed to know if I wanted a girl to be attracted to me.

Problem was, they rarely agreed on anything. 

“I don’t think you’re making a mistake, Barry. Not yet.”

Joni snorted.

“You never know,” Yoko continued. “Sometimes you don’t realise you have erred until a long time after. The water flows to the source but the river still runs by your feet.”

“That’s a bit cryptic for me, Yoko.”

“Reading poetry, eh? That’s one way to ‘impress the ladies’,” Joni said, unimpressed.

“How did the gig go?” Yoko asked.

“Yeah, the gig, it was good. Actually, it was great.”

“Really?” said Joni. “What was the best thing about it? Apart from falling in lo-o-o-ove,” she added, caustically.

I thought for a moment. “Do you know what? Can’t remember a single thing about it. People were laughing, and they applauded at the end. It felt good.”

“Oh, man, one gig in and you’re hooked,” said Joni, seriously.

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Sure. Yesterday you were a poet. Today you’re a poet and a performer. Which do you want to be? Whatever you decide, one will suffer.”

Joni was in a mood again. Blue. From the moment I’d set eyes on her I’d been in love. I’d heard her songs but it was only when I saw a clip on TV that I tumbled. She had long blonde hair and wore a fancy pink dress, which makes her sound girly, but the song, the voice – it was like they were from outer space. Poor Joni. She’d only ever wanted love to bring out the best in her and her lover, but in every song it sounded like he had failed to live up to this simple task. Many of her songs told of her failure at love, which she usually put down to her own weaknesses. Maybe I could be the one to end to her disappointment; sure, I was only 12 at the time, but one day we would meet and she’d hear my poetry and fall in love with me.

Was Joni no longer It for me? Was she jealous of Harriet?

I turned to Yoko for assurance. If Maurice had ever discovered my secret liaisons he would have mocked me mercilessly, but at least he would have seen the attraction of Joni. Using his personal scoresheet method for rating women he “wouldn’t have kicked her out of bed for farting”. But Yoko? “The woman who broke up The Beatles? Weird.”

I adored her proud, composed profile, staring ahead on the dog-eared cover of Approximately Infinite Universe, concentrating on something. Not looking at the camera like every other pop star. Yoko never needed our approval.

“You discovered a new world tonight. Be careful not to abandon your first home.” Enigmatic, but clear – something she might have said to her husband. Joni was even blunter.

“The worship from the crowds may soothe the pain of life’s rejection for a passing moment,” she said, “but as soon as you walk off stage, real life comes back to whack you on the ass.”

Yoko and I were used to Joni’s mood swings. You always knew when she’d met a new man, and when he had, yet again, failed to live up to her exacting standards. Someone’s not getting their end away tonight, as Maurice would have said.

Not for the first time, I sensed that Joni’s conversations about me were really about Joni.

Sometimes even the approximately infinite patience of Yoko was tested to its limit, and she couldn’t help jabbing Joni’s pain with a stick.

“Joni, should we come back later? When you’ve forgiven whichever bastard just inspired your next song?”

“A ha ha ha ha ha,” she laughed, like at the end of Big Yellow Taxi. “Says the woman married to the biggest bastard across the universe.”

And Yoko was reminded why, on days like these, it was best to steer clear of Joni.


Chapter 3

“Poetry,” Maurice sneered, investing so much contempt for the word it was almost poetic.

He had agreed to accompany me to the reading on condition that I set him up for a conversation with Harriet Fink at the youth club next Sunday. Still maintained a sulk the size of Wales all the way to the Pack Horse.

I understood what he meant. At school, the rambling rambles of Wordsworth and screeds of Shakespeare sonnets had sparked no interest in the form – ooh, look, every poem is exactly 14 lines, whaddya want: a medal? Then I heard Brian Patten on the radio reading his poem about a seven-year-old boy machine-gunning the classmates he didn’t like and finally understood what the fuss was about.

I’d been to the Rambling Dalesman’s Folk Night a couple of times with Judith. We had endured the lurid sea shanties delivered tonelessly by bearded civil servants in chunky Aran sweaters. Had been rewarded with Peel favourites Martin Carthy and the Oldham Tinkers.

Waiting to perform after a bloke delivering an awful tale of the hideous slaughter of a beautiful princess in gory detail, I could feel Maurice next to me fidgeting loudly and sighing.

This was my second time in front of an audience, the first where I’d encountered stage lighting. Initially taken aback by the brightness, I averted my gaze, ignoring the blotches of ultrabright colour jumping in front of my eyes as I took out my little black diary. For a second I was Mr Brownlow, the one teacher who commanded respect across the school – not because he had a loud voice or was particularly large, but for his air of quiet authority that no one questioned.

Five minutes, three poems, a couple of introductions in between. I’d been thinking about Harriet all week, nothing but Harriet, and imagined she was there and I was performing directly to her.

During the second poem I started to feel confident enough to glance away from the book and look below the blinding light at the audience: an earnest, bespectacled student, a sweet couple holding hands, Maurice staring at the stage, mouth wide open. He’d never seen this side of me but, to be fair, neither had I. 

After my set was over, the interval began. All the lights came on and I noticed another change in Maurice.

“Bloody hell,” he whispered. “Wall-to-wall totty.” Maurice’s love affair with live performance began the moment he discovered that many members of the audience were attractive young women.

* * * * *

“Boys! Come in!”

Dad beamed as he steered us towards the living room where the TV was louder than normal so Grandma could hear better, “You’ve made it for the scoring. Beers, lads?” He raised his eyebrows and without waiting for an answer went to the kitchen. Mum and Grandma were transfixed by the Eurovision Song Contest, hands poised either side of a bowl of salted peanuts.

“Hello, Maurice. Did you enjoy the poetry?”

“The poetry? Oh, yes, thanks, Mrs Goldman,” he replied, remembering why he had agreed to accompany me.

“Oh, ’ello,” said Grandma in her sweetest grandma voice as we joined the family hunkered round the telly. “Who might you be?” Grandma had worked hard to lose her Yorkshire accent, but it always returned after a glass of stout.

“Maurice,” said Mum. “Irene Harvey’s boy.”

“Oh, that Maurice. I like your father. Very successful businessman,” she said pointedly, the moment Dad returned with two frothy glasses of beer.

“And where would we be without successful businessmen, Rebecca?” Dad asked with a hint of edge. 

I could tell from his breath he’d been drinking, not enough to rise to Grandma’s bait. When Dad and I watched male comedians on the telly doing jokes about sour, miserable mothers-in-law, there was a part of me that felt uncomfortable with the stereotype but another that thought blimey, that miserable battleaxe you’re mocking sounds exactly like my grandma.

“Is he the one that’s good at maths?” Grandma asked Mum, like Maurice wasn’t in the room.

“That’s his cousin, Clive,” Mum answered before Maurice could. “Maurice plays rugby.”

“Sport is good!” Grandma shouted at Maurice. “Tell that to him,” she pointed at me. “It builds character. Sport is good!” Maurice laughed, pleased to have his disparaging views of me confirmed by my own family.

“Jews don’t do sport,” Dad laughed.

“Mark Spitz! The swimmer,” Grandma exclaimed. “He’s Jewish. The tennis player–”

“–Tom Okker,” I said, exhausting the list of famous Jewish sportsmen from the previous three decades.

“Exactly,” said Grandma. “Whoever heard of famous poets?”

“Pam Ayres,” said Mum helpfully. “She’s on the telly.”

“Maybe he could be on the telly,” said Grandma, referring to me, I thought. “Look!” she said, pointing to Pete Murray, who was hosting the show. “He’s Jewish! He’s on the telly.”

I recognised him as one of the old hosts of Top of the Pops; he’d been replaced by the younger DJs like Noel Edmonds and Dave Lee Travis and even, occasionally, the mighty Peel himself.

“Pete Murray isn’t Jewish,” said Dad.

“He is!”

“How do you know?” laughed Mum.

“Remember the Mannings from Manchester? Minnie Manning married a Murray.”

“Was that the Zimmerman Mannings or the Zermansky Mannings?” Mum asked.

“Murray is not a Jewish surname!” said Dad. 

Grandma turned to Maurice. “Never forget you’re a Jew,” she said, darkly, changing the tone of the conversation. “The goyim won’t.”

We’d left the folk club for this? I thought. I’d promised Mum I’d be back early, but after the success of my gig, Maurice was outraged at the idea of leaving before the interval was fully played out.

“This room is humming!” he’d shouted, practically leaping from his chair. “All the birds fancy you.”

“What are you talking about?”

He grabbed my arm. “Those two at the bar: the blonde one was laughing all the way through your set.” He dragged me to where two students were ordering drinks, introduced me to what he perceived to be the less attractive one, and tried to ingratiate himself with the blonde who, seconds earlier, I’d been assured was only interested in me. They made their excuses and left me with Maurice. 

“Turns out she liked your poems but she doesn’t fancy you.”

“Thanks for chatting her up on my behalf, Maurice.”

“You’re welcome,” he beamed, disappearing in search of further female gain. 

Several people looked at me in an odd way but appeared too shy to approach. This is what being me is like, I thought.

Ever since I’d understood the difference between being a virgin and not, I’d always assumed Maurice was not, but it was one of those things you could never know. If you had to ask a boy if he’d done it with a girl, something about that question proved you obviously hadn’t done it yourself. He was so confident in the way he talked about whether a woman was good in bed (suggesting an element of personal experience, which he never denied) and was the only person I knew to brazenly admit to owning a secret stash of porn mags. These two factors alone had been the clearest evidence that Maurice was not a virgin. Now I was less sure.

Maurice had returned, swaggering comically, holding a green pound note covered with a telephone number drawn in orange-red lipstick. He snapped it triumphantly in my face.

“Hubba hubba,” he’d said, turning the note to reveal the name Yvonne, scrawled over the Queen. “Now we can go.”

It was recap time on Eurovision when every country played a short extract from the songs they’d already performed in full. Each tune was greeted by a generalised national platitude from Grandma or Mum. Ireland were first. “They’ve suffered,” said Grandma, the highest compliment she could give, although I never knew if the select group of victims they had joined referred to the wandering Jews of history, or people with an ever-increasing list of ailments.

More copycat, bland, unmemorable European pop songs slipped by, one chorus at a time. No doubt at all, Britain did music better than any other country; it was hard not to sit through these pale imitations and wonder if European music could ever come close to ours.

I knew the British entry, the DJs had been playing it on Radio One for weeks, Rock Bottom by Lynsey de Paul and Mike Moran.

“This is the best,” Dad said. It wasn’t bad. Lynsey de Paul was one of those pretty pop singers the mums liked and boys like Maurice fancied. For those of us already educated in the nuance of attraction by Joni and Yoko, Lynsey was an English lightweight. Her workaday singing voice had me yearning for the last generation of belter-outers, Cilla, Dusty and Sandie Shaw. Rock bottom indeed.

“Nonsense,” said Grandma. “Israel was the best by miles.”

“I like the French one,” said Mum.

“Anti-Semites,” said Grandma, “they won’t let Israel win. Watch the scoring.”

“You can’t judge a whole nation on how they score in the Eurovision Song Contest,” said Dad.

“Don’t tell me the scoring isn’t fixed,” Grandma sneered with hostility. Even Maurice was surprised, looking at me in mock disbelief.

“You have no evidence,” Dad said, knowing he could never win an argument against Grandma.

“What about when Cliff Richards won?” she asked.

“Richard,” I muttered pointlessly.

“He’s Christian. They had to let him win.”

“What?” even Mum was incredulous at this suggestion.

“The Christians run everything,” said Grandma.

“Even the Eurovision Song Contest,” said Dad.

“Shut up, Monty, it’s Israel now,” said Grandma, as the next replica pop monstrosity came up. “See,” she said triumphantly. “The best. And she’s prettier than Lynsey de whatnot, wouldn’t you say, Maurice?”

He smiled and prodded my side.

“Have you been to Israel, Maurice?” Grandma asked politely.

“Yes, we’ve got family in Netanya,” he said.

“Tell him,” she said, pointing at me.

“Mum, stop talking, I’m trying to listen,” said Mum.

“He hates Israel.”

“No, I don’t–”

“Let’s not argue,” said Mum.

“Nobody’s arguing,” said Grandma, “I’m just saying this one is what we call a self-hating Jew. He wasn’t properly brought up to support Israel,” she added, inferring with characteristic unsubtlety that her useless son-in-law was complicit.

It was true that I was full of self-loathing: I lacked confidence, hated school, how I looked, my inability to get a girlfriend, how the world was awful – and that I was already destined for a deathly future at the clothing factory. But that was a whole list of self-hating reasons before I even got to Jew.

Dad crossed his arms and looked sternly ahead, saying nothing.

“Israel’s great, Barry,” said Maurice. “You should go.”

“I keep telling him that,” said Dad, no longer my ally in this conversation. 

Maurice leaned in and whispered “Female soldiers. Phwoarr.”

“Grandma, I’m not anti-Israel. They need to work out how to live side by side with the Arabs.”

“Tell that to the Arabs,” said Maurice, slapping his knee and looking away. Thanks, Maurice: one dad is plenty for me already.

We watched for a few minutes in surly silence when the phone rang. Mum went to answer. It was usually for her, although her friends knew not to ring when Eurovision was on.

“Why aren’t Yugoslavia on?”

“I told you, Becky, they haven’t entered this year.”

“I bet the Russkies put a stop to that. Like they stop Jews emigrating to Israel.”

Mum called from the kitchen.

“Barry, it’s for you.”

“Barry wants to live in Russia. He’s a communist.”

“Socialist grandma,” I countered irrelevantly.

“It’s Harriet.”

Maurice’s eyebrows leapt towards the ceiling. I stood up and felt my stomach jump to join me, went to the kitchen and took the receiver from Mum.

“Hi, Harriet.”

“Oh, hi, Barry, hope you don’t mind me ringing.”

“Course not.” My love.

“I got your number from my dad, he knows your dad.”

“Right.” Business-like. Don’t think she’s asking me out.

“Have you heard of Allen Ginsberg?”

“Vaguely. Someone to do with Bob Dylan? Poet?”

She’s definitely not asking me out.

“Jewish poet. I have to read him before I go up to Oxford.”

“What do you mean ‘up’? Oxford is south.”

“It’s what you say when you’re going to Oxford or Cambridge University.”

“What do I say, then? I’m going diagonally to Bristol?”

“Ginsberg is amazing. I thought you might like to read him; some of it’s very funny.” I’d never had such a long conversation with Harriet. She spoke fast and lucid, jumping with ease across a range of subjects. “I can lend you my copy. You coming to the youth club tomorrow?”

I hadn’t thought about that until she suggested it. Was she asking me out? Technically, yes – even if it was somewhere we were both planning to be, anyway. 

“Sure.”

“I’m surprised you’re still going,” she said, killing even the slightest notion that this might in any way be construed as a date. “I thought you might have abandoned us for the performing life.”

“I did a gig tonight,” I said.

“Really? Why didn’t you tell me? I’d love to have come.” The excitement this generated sent a surge of exhilaration through my body, pushing out of my penis. Maurice was right: I should have asked her out. If only to avoid spending the night with Maurice. “Have you got any plans for August?”

“August? Haven’t thought that far ahead.”

“I’m planning to go to the Edinburgh Fringe.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s an arts festival.”

“Ah. Okay. Is that the Edinburgh Festival?” 

“No. Well, yes. It’s on at the same time.”

“I’ve heard of that.”

“Yes, lots of famous companies like the Wooster Group.”

“Aha.” Not famous to me, then.

“The Fringe is more our kind of thing. Student theatre. Funny poetry.”

“Don’t say ‘Like Pam Ayres’.”

“No, more like Brian Patten. He’ll probably be performing there, too.” There it was, the jumping stomach again. Poetry. Patten. Love. Harriet.

“Sounds great.” 

“My brother’s at university there. I’ll be staying in his flat.”

“You like my poetry, then?”

“Yes, I told you last week. Original.”

“Thanks.” Does that mean you’d like to go out with me? I still couldn’t read the signs.

“Okay, see you tomorrow.”

“Sure. See you there.”

“Byee.”

I placed the phone back on its cradle. 

Edinburgh with Harriet. And Brian. My two loves together, partners in rhyme.

I wasn’t in a rush to discover who had won the Eurovision Song Contest and knew Maurice would be desperate to find out what Harriet wanted. I gave myself a moment to savour the pleasure. Harriet had rung and asked me out. Sort of. 

I came back in as France were being hailed as the winners of the 1977 contest. 

“Did you ask her out?” Maurice asked urgently.

“Uh, not really.”

“See that?” yelled Grandma, “anti-Semitic voting.”

He laughed and punched me on the arm.

“Gay,” he muttered silently.


Chapter 4

It was a typical August day in Leeds: gloomy clouds promising the kind of persistent, dreary rain that was such a common feature of the summer holidays. At least we were travelling away from it but where we were heading, the clouds looked ominously darker. 

Convinced I could persuade Harriet to go out with me if she could see me perform again, I’d decided to stay with her at her brother’s flat in Edinburgh. The problem was it was Maurice who had convinced me; now he’d be staying, too. 

That Headingley show had opened his eyes to a new world, not just one that offered an endless supply of attractive female students. Maurice was staying in Leeds to study business at the polytechnic and had decided, he told me one evening after a typically brilliant Perrin repeat, to be my manager.

I laughed almost as much as I had during the Reggie episode. “Who do you think I am?” I asked. “Elton John?” He didn’t need to know I was only performing poetry to get a girlfriend. I suspected he only wanted to be my manager for the same reason.

“Obviously, there’s nothing happening now. This is a long-term plan. I get to learn about business through practical experience. It’ll be led by you as much as me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Maurice. I go to a gig and read poems. I don’t get paid.”

“Well, you should!”

“If I’m lucky, the promoter buys me a drink.”

“I’ve already told Harriet I’m your manager.”

“What?”

“She thinks it’s a great idea.”

“What are you talking about? Why are you talking to Harriet about my poetry?”

“Because you told me that she was going to the Edinburgh Festival! There are idiots out there prepared to pay money to see shmocks like you read poetry. Why can’t I be a part of that?”

“What on earth has it got to do with you?”

I was intrigued at the idea of performing in a different town. I started to pick up snippets of information about the festival. Monty Python began there. Peter Cook. Must have something going for it.

It was going to be a long, dull journey on a long, dull coach. Maurice had prepared well, arriving at the station overladen with magazines: Goal, Football and Shoot! – not exactly the A to Z of Poetry Management. But the new football season was about to begin. 

Leeds United – The Bar Mitzvah Years – were the greatest team in the land, feared and hated because we were so successful. We also had a reputation for playing dirty, which as every football fan knows is a shameful reputation to have, unless it’s your team. I may have been a weedy, wimpy, cerebral, intellectual outsider, but when it came to Leeds, my loyalty and sense of belonging was as fierce as that of the most violent National Front supporter. We had a lot of them.

On Saturday mornings, Maurice and I worshipped at Moortown synagogue without enthusiasm, but by afternoon were devoting ourselves to the true Gods sent to deliver unto us an array of championships and cups. We watched that team grow old and grumpy together. They survived the bile of the media and breezed through forty-four days of being managed by Brian Clough, but that’s another story.

“Got any gigs lined up for me?” I asked, as giant sluices of rainwater slapped angrily against the coach windows.

“No need,” he said confidently. “We can sort them when we arrive.”

“How do you know?”

He looked up from his magazine, momentarily, irritated. “I investigated at the… library. Nothing I could do beforehand.” And he went back to reading about our prospects for next season.

Maurice’s soul wasn’t completely lacking in poetry. Deep down he knew, even as his own life had barely begun, that the great days of our football team were finished. The legends had moved on, their replacements mere humans. The glory days were over, and Maurice’s Proustian sense of remembrance and loss, recollections of goals scored and opponents hacked, was as keen as that of the most angst-ridden author. Even so, I was a little disappointed not to see more evidence of his new-found interest.

We travelled further north than I’d ever been, beyond Harrogate, sensing the countryside might look quite beautiful if we could have seen it beyond the clouds. Maurice was tense – and not in a way I was used to seeing.

“Everything okay with you?” I asked, mostly to alleviate the boredom.

He answered with a shrug.

“I appreciate what you’re doing,” I said, “but you know if nothing comes of this management thing it doesn’t matter.”

He didn’t answer, but that seemed to put his mind at rest. Rather fast for my liking.

“Maurice, can I ask you something?”

He turned to face me, article about Kenny Dalglish half completed.

“How serious are you about managing me?”

I could tell from the pause that he was constructing an answer, like he’d thought about this for the first time.

“Do you want to be my manager. Or did you think it would be a good way to get off with Harriet to pretend to be interested in my poetry? Is that it?”

Maurice squirmed. I scoffed, triumphant.

“What made you decide to persuade me to go to Edinburgh?”

“As soon as it became obvious that you didn’t want to go out with her–”

“What are you talking about!? That’s not obvious at all!”

“It was to me.” 

“Do you seriously think I’m going all the way to Scotland to read some bloody poems?”

“I think you’re going all the way to Scotland to try and get off with Harriet and frankly I don’t fancy your chances, mate.”

Somewhere in the surly silence that followed, I sensed Maurice didn’t want to fall out with me over a woman. At least, not yet. 

“They have a place at the Edinburgh students’ union called the Fringe Club. You turn up and ask to perform and they put you on stage. Sounds pretty easy.”

“Thanks, Maurice.”

Maurice gave one of his more familiar grunts and returned to speculation about Liverpool’s chances in Europe this coming year. 

Our rickety bus crept and crawled through Scottish border country, along roads that juddered up and down like camel humps, through miles of open countryside. The rain, less intense but settling into a monotonous rhythm, washed away any glimpse of colour into a dull, dark grey. I’d never seen so much open space, so few houses, until it felt like we were heading so deep into the unpopulated unknown I thought we might never see another person again. 

The drizzle thinned out. We emerged like bleary-eyed strangers to the more populated towns and villages, but the colours didn’t change. Grey was the national shade, each house hewn out of the rocks around us, terraces of stern fortress, designed perhaps to keep the foreigners away or, more likely trap the warmth indoors. 

“Come on then, Barry. What do you know about Scotland? Ten things.”

“It’s cold. And wet. Is that two?”

“No. Men wear skirts.”

“I knew you’d say that. Anything else?”

“Glaswegians are hard.”

“Hard but funny. Billy Connolly.”

“Andy Stewart.”

“Who?”

“Scottish rock’n’roll singer. Sounds like Elvis.”

“Billy Bremner.”

“Eddie Gray.”

“Peter Lorimer. Kenny Dalglish.” 

“Dave Mackay. George Graham.”

“Come on, we must know more than just footballers.”

“Bill Shankly?”

Turned out we knew a little more – porridge and tossing the caber, to be precise – but nothing could have prepared us for Edinburgh. 
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