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The Content Abyss



For a long while, there was a joke in the office at Q, the monthly music magazine where I worked as editor, about the Content Abyss.


All paid-for print media was being sucked into that pit, we’d say, as we gloomily scrolled through thousands of new album reviews and interviews with musicians online, prospecting for golden nuggets in amongst all the tat tossed liberally down the tube. Publishers both highbrow and low chucked everything into it, but very few charged for their work. It was all there, for free. What was the business model? Who knows. Eyeballs on the content was all that mattered, even though advertising was in an even worse shape on the Internet than in the physical realm. Quality control was minimal, hobbled by a lack of attributed resources, so quantity was king. I’m writing in the past tense because this particular story is old. But it goes on. Just chuck it down there, as much and as often as possible. Anything will do.


For our part, the company who published Q, Bauer, provided a big clue about where they believed the future of Internet publishing lay when they made our website editor, Paul Stokes, redundant in 2015. For a while he’d hung on to his job by doubling his workload and maintaining both Q and our fellow Bauer music magazine Mojo’s online presence. Then Bauer did some sums and the Internet came up short. We were print propositions. We lived within our means as dictated by the balance sheet. Profit, no loss. The era of online financial speculation had been squandered long before I was elevated to editor in 2017.


And yet, despite our lofty ideals about being a premium print product, we were unable to pull ourselves clear from the malign power of the Content Abyss. The sheer volume of free gear being bunged down it impinged noticeably upon Q. On one hand, we hated that there was so much undeserving nonsense covered online. But on the other, we increasingly found ourselves being gazumped for exclusives with big (and sometimes not so big) artists. We’d plead our case to press agents, explaining that a physical magazine that plots ten luxuriously designed pages for a profile, with commissioned photography and seasoned editors proofing everything, ensured much deeper engagement from the public with an artist bleating about their creative toil, drug addiction or love life. People read print. Online, readers roll through a story without digesting any nuance or detail, in a rush to be the first to post about it on social media. Yes, the earthly representative would reply, but Bumfluff.com get a million eyeballs a week. Q sells 30,000 copies a month now. It’s what the label and artist want. They like the numbers.


Making the case became increasingly, fruitlessly hopeless, and boring to argue. The pull of the Content Abyss was inexorable. Everything went in.


Friday is generally the day of the week new music is released, and that was also the day our increasing impotence became most apparent. My deputy Niall Doherty would sit next to me, flicking from site to site, reading out what was up on the broadsheet newspaper music pages. Instead of charging directly, several broadsheets offered the opportunity to salve your conscience by stumping up for that 300-word Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy album review or 2,000-word Carly Rae Jepsen profile after digestion, not before (‘we’ve noticed you’ve visited this site 695 times in the last year, please consider a small donation if you can, reader’). When we had finished wiping that gruel from our lips, we’d turn to the music blogs that had hoovered up the week’s remaining flotsam and jetsam for their analysis and interrogation. This, in particular, was hazardous research that felt as if with each line ingested it damaged the ability to write our own coherent sentences. ‘Oh well,’ we’d laugh darkly, as we considered our quaint model of providing physical goods in fair exchange for money. ‘More meat for the Content Abyss.’


Then, one sunny summer’s day in 2020, Q was also sucked into the chasm.


An email arrived from our publisher early on Monday, 18 May inviting the five permanent Q staff members to an online Microsoft Teams meeting with her at 9.30 a.m. The meeting was titled ‘Publishing Update’.


‘This looks ominous,’ texted Niall.


It did. We’d been sent home to work in mid-March as Covid-19 sunk its claws into London, and we had produced two and a half issues of Q from our respective bedrooms and kitchen tables. It hadn’t been easy, it had been stressful, but the imposed limits of not being able to gather stories for the magazine in our normal fashion had produced some of the best issues we’d worked on. Necessity being the mother of invention and all that jazz. We had some good ideas up our sleeve for the next few months as well. Despite this, Q magazine did not appear to be selling well. We had been in lockdown, prior to which the news-stand had accounted for over half our sales. Non-essential shops were closed and there were new hurdles involved with getting the magazines delivered to the few stores that were open anyway. People were only meant to leave their homes for essential supplies and exercise. Did buying a music magazine qualify as either? Seemingly not.


I was sent the sales stats of the magazine and those of our rivals on a weekly basis and, to be honest, I struggled to read the jumble of numbers at the best of times. Like many subjects, maths is not a strong point. But even I could see that sales looked depressingly like we were at least 50 per cent under the budgeted sales. That surely couldn’t be right. The subscription numbers were up, and we were selling a load directly online too. That news-stand sales had to be wrong. I asked the question. Should I be worried about that number?


‘No, don’t be. It’s in line with where we thought we’d be once we recalibrated due to the pandemic.’


That was the message I received on Thursday. Yet, here was the email inviting me to a ‘Publishing Update’ on Monday.


I joined the meeting. Five square boxes, some clear, some buffering. I knew all these faces so well. They belonged to my comrades, my friends. We’d all worked together for at least ten years. One colleague, the production editor Simon McEwen, had joined a month before I had in 2004, sixteen years earlier, back when the Internet still seemed like an opportunity, not an assassin. Chris Catchpole, the reviews editor, had been the teenage work-experience tea ninja then. I instantly recognised the pale, clenched-teeth tension in them all. Outside, the sky was the deepest, we’re-all-going-on-a-summer-holiday-no-more-worries-for-a-week-or-two blue. Even the nearby A12 had fallen into locked-down silence. I could hear birdsong. It was glorious.


A sixth box appeared. Good morning, everyone. There’s no easy way to begin this meeting, so let’s just start …


The news was indeed bad. Due to the devastation to our profit margin since the start of the pandemic, the Q brand would now be made available for sale. If it was not bought within a month, we’d be closed down. In the meantime, our roles were all placed into consultation. There was some very mild protestation, but, really, what could we say? We logged off and awaited the invitations to our first online consultation meeting with human resources the next morning.


I was shocked, but not surprised. I had been made well aware of the delicate ecosystem I was overseeing upon being appointed editor. We’d been through one drastic round of redundancies in 2015, reducing the workforce by half. Each year, the freelance words and photo budget was punishingly reduced – quickly it became clear that unless the staff wrote the bulk of the magazine each month we would never meet budgetary expectations. I was also tasked every twelve months with discovering new revenue streams, whatever that meant. My view then and now, however, is that you work with what you have as best you can, that imagining and then collaboratively producing your own contemporary music magazine each month without corporate interference is the very pinnacle of human existence. All my employers wanted me to do was make a really good monthly music magazine that didn’t lose money. I loved that job. It was what I’d spent thirty years inching my way towards.


Before the pandemic struck, all the Q plates were spinning just as they should. Budgets were on target. We’d agreed media partnerships with festivals which created satisfactory additional revenue streams. The magazine was singing – though let me not kid you into believing that our demise was entirely due to a perfect storm of the Content Abyss and Covid-19. There had also been serious, brutally stupid editorial missteps that had amputated readers over previous decades. I’d witnessed all that. Been part of it, too. In March I was nevertheless awarded an extra month’s wages as a bonus for hitting targets. By May, the worm had turned so violently that the title was either going to be divested or I would be made redundant.


Locked in our homes to keep Covid-19 at bay, the disease had nevertheless found a way inside. We admitted defeat.


We wondered who would really want to take ownership of a fragile print magazine on life support at the height of a pandemic. Quite a few people, it turned out. That old red Q logo meant something. It had valuable brand recognition. We were told that Bauer would need to extend our consultation period another month to continue negotiations with several bidders. This would require us to produce a second final issue of Q, too – though it may not be the final issue, so please don’t be too explicit about it being (another) final issue. I ignored that directive.


I knew that one of the bidders was a large multinational entertainment company who had no interest in print but probably could’ve done some damage with a well-loved music brand name, because they’d asked me for the Bauer contact details. I never found out who the others were, but they must have been serious as we ended that second month still unsure of the future. We were asked to hang on for another couple of weeks, then we’d know either way. In the end, there was no sale. People wanted Q, but – and this is just idle speculation – our 15,000 subscribers were probably too valuable to just sell on. As soon as we closed, the subscribers were transferred (with an opt-out option, of course) to lucky old Mojo magazine.


When I joined, Q comfortably outsold Bauer’s heritage music monthly Mojo by nearly two to one. Q’s remit was to cover the big music stars of the current era; Mojo looked in the rear-view at yesterday’s gold. Both magazines were promoted each month with cover-mounted CDs and gifts. Then, in 2007, in an experiment to see how the market would take to a music magazine that withdrew from the covermount arms race, Q’s then-editor and its publisher (who was also Mojo’s publisher) removed six of its twelve annual covermount CDs. Within a year or so, Q was down to one CD per year. Mojo did not remove any of its CDs. By 2010, Mojo had overtaken Q in sales. When it closed, Q was producing thirteen issues per year to generate the required revenue, none of which were promoted with a covermount gift of any description. Mojo, meanwhile, still had a CD every month, but only needed to print twelve issues because it was also now outselling Q by nearly two to one. That, I think, concludes the experiment. Our final penalty for this foolish survey was to gift Mojo all of Q’s subscribers, too. Boo-hoo.


In the last week of July, we agreed to return to the office in Camden to clear out our lockers, remove old shoes from under desks and rummage through postbags for anything worth selling. We needed to hand over IT and door passes, too.


Niall drove by my home in Wanstead in his family wagon, then we picked up Chris in Walthamstow and nosed the vehicle towards Camden. As we drove, my phone rang. I looked at the name: Ted Cummings, an avuncular old-school press officer who had been PR-ing musicians for even longer than I’d been interviewing them. He’d called several times the previous week, but I’d blanked him, along with all my music business contacts. I wasn’t ready to accept condolences. I’d turned down all press invitations to muse over the end of Q, too. I didn’t want to talk to a stranger about the death of my industry and my subsequent unemployment. Leave me to soak in it alone, please.


Ted kept ringing though. Fuck it.


‘Ted, hello,’ he said. ‘It’s Ted.’


‘Hello, Ted.’


He had something important to run by me, he explained. Paul Heaton, the singer and songwriter famous for fronting the Housemartins in the 1980s, the Beautiful South in the 1990s and subsequently as a solo artist alongside Jacqui Abbott, wanted to pass a message on.


‘Oh. That’s nice,’ I thought.


Earlier in the year, before the arrival of the pandemic, we had started work on the annual Q Awards, which we’d booked to take place in October as usual, at the Roundhouse in Camden. To make the whole caboodle work financially, so that we didn’t have to charge artists to enter, which is a typical awards racket, we instead planned two gigs for which fans bought tickets. One gig was to be the night before the awards and the other directly after the awards. We had done that in previous years, too. It meant we broke even. This year, Paul Heaton was going to play one night. His was also the only award we knew for sure we’d be handing out. He’d told Simon Goddard during a recent Q interview that he’d never won an award, despite having a knack for selling huge numbers of good records. He’d scored number one singles and albums. He sold out arenas and stadiums. His music had been repeatedly subversive, yet also massively popular. In the Housemartins, he’d fused a typical 1980s jangle-pop guitar sound with atypical soul vocals that preached strident socialism. Even the name of his mainstream pop act the Beautiful South was sarcastic, a radio-friendly vehicle he used to taunt the monarchy and Christians, amongst others. When the Beautiful South split, they’d sold 15 million albums of this provocative yet middle-of-the-road music. No prizes, though. Just money and adoration, not industry or peer recognition. It was unusual in a business prone to back-slapping. Unfair, too, I thought. A few years earlier, he’d even had to hand over a prestigious songwriting award to his former Housemartins colleague Norman Cook, a.k.a. Fatboy Slim. Cook made an embarrassed acceptance speech saying it was all the wrong way round. He was right. It was. So we were going to get Norman Cook to hand over a Classic Songwriter Q Award to Paul Heaton. But then coronavirus rained on our smart-arse parade. I assumed this was why Ted Cummings had called.


‘I’m so sorry about the awards,’ I told Ted, as we drove through Finsbury Park. ‘I wish we could still put Paul’s gig on and give him that award.’


‘No, it’s not that,’ replied Ted, sharply. ‘Paul Heaton wants to make a donation to you to thank you for all that Q has done for him over the years.’


‘I’m sorry, what?’


‘He says that Q was there for him when he needed support and now he wants to be there for you when you need it, too. He wants to give you £1,000 for each of Q’s years. £35,000. He wants to give you £35,000 to do what you see fit with it.’


‘£35,000!?’


‘Yes.’


‘I can’t accept that, obviously.’


‘You have to! Really. Paul won’t take no as an answer.’


‘He might have to.’


‘He’s not like anyone else I’ve ever met. He asked me to make it really clear that he wants you to have this money. You should take it. You don’t know what’s around the corner. Please think about it.’


I looked at Niall, who was trying to navigate London’s traffic while also shooting me side-eyes and mouthing ‘what?’.


‘OK, Ted,’ I said. ‘I’ll think about it.’


When Q first moved to Academic House, the Bauer offices in Camden, from our more luxurious Shaftesbury Avenue address during the early summer of 2017, we were placated by the promise of more space in our new, specially designated, third-floor room. We could close the doors and play music loudly, without complaint from Closer, Heat or Take a Break magazines. We could decorate the space. We could even write on the walls as they were wipe-clean. I took this literally and scrawled the dates for that year’s Q Awards, alongside various forthcoming events, covers and so forth on the wall in bold, black Sharpie. I was the new editor and I was going to do things differently. I was going to make my mark.


We stood in the office on this final warm July morning, packing away our possessions into holdalls and duffel bags. The building was otherwise silently empty. What did I tangibly have to show for my sixteen years at Q? A few old magazines, a compilation of articles I’d edited for an anthology, a tankard from an American trip with my surname on it that a photographer had found in his shed. A couple of box sets. I unplugged the Bluetooth speaker we’d blagged and stuffed it into my bag as a bonus. Then I swept everything else into a bin bag and suggested we head to the Lansdowne for some very heavy afternoon drinking. There was nothing else for it. We’d been asked to ‘eat out to help out’ by the government and, bank accounts swollen with redundancy, we were ready to oblige.


‘What do you want to do with the wall planner?’ asked the always-effervescent building manager, Dublin Jean.


I looked at the giant issue flatplan we’d created specially to fill the wall. Every month, we printed out the finished pages as they were designed and then affixed them to the flatplan so that I could make sure the design flowed from article to article. I was always fucking about with the order and micro-managing our poor art editor Dan Knight, but I’d managed to convince myself and the rest of the team that it helped the magazine’s continuity each month.


It also provided a vital service in the longer run: it covered up all the award dates, artist names and forthcoming events I’d written in massive Sharpie letters on the wall in 2017. You cannot wipe away Sharpie pens, only dry-wipe pens, as I discovered shortly after the Q Awards in 2017. Now just a couple of excerpts crept out from beneath the flatplan. The name ‘Anna Calvi’ was scrawled in my daft hand next to a date, 16 September, as was the legend ‘Awards Noms Party 17’ in big black letters. I’d left my mark on Q all right. No, I told Jean, we’d leave the planner here.


‘No problem,’ she replied. ‘We’ll take it down when you’ve gone.’


Perfect.


We left our room for one last time, dropping by the lift doors bin bags full of gear we’d always imagined we needed but, in fact, did not. Within all our lifetimes, there had been a dozen magazines devoted to contemporary mainstream music, selling hundreds of thousands of copies to devotees like us each month. Q had been the largest, clearing a quarter of a million copies each month in its early 1990s pomp. The door clicked behind us. Now there were none.


We stepped out of Academic House into the perfectly blue afternoon and strolled alongside the dappled canal towards Primrose Hill where, at a wooden pub table beneath an awning outside the Lansdowne, we toasted the death of our careers. It was the end of music magazine publishing as we knew it, but, sipping ice-cold Peronis in tall pint glasses, we felt fine.


A few hours later, I sat midway up Primrose Hill slurping at an ice-cream cone. In moments of workplace fury over the decades, I’d often thought to myself that I would be able to write my way to revenge over the blowhards and dilettantes who’d fouled the path to my publishing success with their repeated, unconnected flights of idiocy. I no longer felt that way. Now, I felt blessed, amazed that an unqualified, delinquent doofus such as I had lasted this long in the trade in the first place.


I wrote my way to survival because I was otherwise unemployable. Not just because I was a good-for-nothing no-hoper, though I am that, but because I’d once rendered myself impossible to employ. Through a series of very bad choices, I’d been left without alternatives other than self-sufficiency through writing work. Or perhaps those choices had intuitively led me to the only thing I could succeed at? Maybe, subconsciously, that had always been the plan. I’d never before allowed myself to look in the rear-view long enough, lest it catch up with me. I had time to reflect now. I was floating, adrift in the abyss. I could trace the journey here, to the last stop aboard music magazine publishing, to this final bite of a 99 Flake, up on Primrose Hill.


I pressed the Uber icon, strolled down the hill, ducked inside a Prius and rolled silently through the streets of Camden, heading back towards the beginning.





Part One




Lost in France






1.



School’s Out


It was the end of a difficult first year in France. Nobody wanted to be there, nobody felt at home. And yet, there we were, in late June, in the sun, intact and through the worst of it.


We decided to celebrate.


Jane had brought cigarettes. Chloe had Coca-Cola, Pete: rum. I brought my own sweet self. We pulled back the wire and squeezed through the fence into the woods behind the school. I was twelve years old.


When my mother had told me that we were moving to Paris, I was in the bath in our flat in Paddington. I thought she must be joking. She was not joking. We were moving to Paris. You have got to be fucking joking. I cried. Worse news followed. We were not moving to Paris as advertised. We were moving to a new-build estate above a small village surrounded by fields and eventually forest, about a forty-minute drive from Paris. There was a newsagent, a hairdresser, a doctor’s surgery, a bar-tabac, an ice-cream parlour, a bakery, a football pitch, two tennis courts, a municipal pool, a primary school and an hourly bus between the hours of 07:00 and 19:00 to the SNCF station five miles away. It was not Paris.


I wasn’t a strong candidate for semi-rural French life. I loved QPR, the Jam, square London paving stones and a girl called Tracy who lived in Swiss Cottage, but my dad, an American journalist who’d lived for all of my life in London as a foreign correspondent, had scored a promotion to Paris. So one gloomy day in August 1980 we packed the flat up and closed the front door upon that massive spider in the kitchen sink for one last time.


In years to come, it would become apparent that the reason he’d deposited us in a new-build house in the furthest possible suburb from the city was because he had a second secret family on the left bank of Paris itself, but back then we just wondered where he was all the time, what we were meant to do with ourselves and why they had overdubbed the theme tune for Starsky & Hutch with a French soft rock song. The Internet was yet to be invented, so our only contact with the English-speaking world was a crackling World Service broadcast, an occasional letter from the Jam fan club and a ten-mile Sunday morning drive to Parly 2 shopping centre where yesterday’s English newspapers were sold. It was not a happy home.


My younger brothers started at the village primary school and I climbed aboard a forty-five-minute school bus ride to the Lycée International in Saint-Germain-en-Laye. The Lycée was daunting in every respect. An enormous state school that catered for students between nursery age and eighteen, its campus was the size of the village we’d just moved into and it contained around 5,000 students, all of whom, apart from me, were bilingual at the very least. Students received six hours a week in their native tongue and the rest of the time were taught as per their age group in the French state system. New kids like me were given one year to learn French – taught in French, in our Français Spécial class – before being assimilated into the mainstream school system in September. I was hopelessly out of my depth from the start. I had two tracks in my mind and they were occupied by music and football. How was I going to fit French in there, too? Never mind geography or history, in French. My mother bought me the second Cure album for my birthday soon after arrival, which I put the needle to and then attached to my veins, soaking in the sparse grief and turmoil. Lost in a forest, all alone.


I was culture-shocked into a state of permanent daydream. While the Danish, Dutch, German, Portuguese and Italian kids in my class racked up the verb conjugation and vocabulary passes, I scored my wins by following the dubbed storyline in Dallas on TV. I will say, though, that the school lunches were consistently, outrageously delicious (four courses, including a cheese plate; the teachers drank from carafes of red wine). Otherwise, I felt as if I was in a war of attrition with France and that France was definitely on top for the first seven months or so.


Remember the happy times. It snowed heavily in January and for four days the school bus was unable to make it up the road to our village. Later that month I caught tonsillitis and missed another week. During a school medical, an old lady tapped my penis three times with a small wooden hammer. And, of course, there was Jane, who I liked very much.


My father never really took to London. A New Yorker, he’d lived with my mother and a crazy half-Siamese cat called Benji in a small apartment on Leroy Street in the heart of Greenwich Village throughout the 1960s, until he knocked her up with me and was immediately but coincidentally given a posting to the London bureau of his newspaper. Weeks before leaving I was born and, shortly after that, they married.


Once, he’d been a Jewish refugee from Nazi Austria, arriving on Ellis Island in February 1939 as a five-year-old with his parents, sister, suitcase and not a word of English. Unlike me, he feared neither change nor challenge, as both were hard-wired into him. Through desperate, sharp-witted necessity he’d mastered English with such skill that he became a news reporter, prized by long-forgotten US newspapers until the Wall Street Journal nabbed him and sent him to dreary old London, where he investigated local mobsters and politicians with a nous that prompted the WSJ to demand he cover the Middle East too. He wasn’t around much, which suited him, as the power cuts and dismal food of 1970s Britain set within the claustrophobia of a two-bedroom, fifth-floor flat inhabited by three pent-up kids and his wife depressed him.


My mother became a housewife in London, a destination she’d determinedly sought to avoid when she had left England as a nineteen-year-old for a new life in New York a decade earlier, escaping with nothing more than the phone numbers of two acquaintances. She’d taken those numbers to a phone booth upon landing and used them to engineer a new life, working as a secretary, gloriously alive under the bright lights of the sleepless city, happy after a childhood of lonely desperation. She was the only child of Anglo-Irish army parents, sent to boarding school in Brighton and imbued with wanderlust early on. After leaving school, she went hitchhiking across Europe with a boyfriend for a time, then, having tasted life in London, decided her future lay across the Atlantic, where she met my dad upon the leather banquettes of Chumley’s bar on Bedford Street, all dark-haired New York charm and cheek. They shacked up together, no plans on the horizon for several years, until I arrived and made plans for them.


When they left London, they left for good. When I left, however, I left only for a short while. We had competing agendas.


As they had quit London for ever, they’d enrolled me in the American section of the Lycée for my six hours of ‘home’ study per week. The US was clearly my father’s intended final destination. These classes may have been in my native tongue, but they were as alien to me as French. Aimed in their familiarity to anchor expats, they further disorientated me. I had no idea what they were talking about. They had a weekend baseball game that I was expected to join, in order to socialise with my fellow countryfolk, a feat that was considerably harder for me than playing football for the school football team, where I could at least communicate in fouls and the international language of goals. What was ‘stealing first base’? I refused all future participation after the first weekend of corn dogs on bleachers. I wasn’t ready to become American any more than I planned on becoming French.


Soon, though, I noticed a fair-skinned, full-figured girl called Jane in the American class. Her mousy, flicked hair caught the sun while she blew bubblegum at the back of the room, rolling her eyes extravagantly throughout lessons. Her sarcasm was out of step with everything else in the room; though she had a softly southern American accent, her cynicism was cultivated in London. Her dad worked in computer science and she’d done time in England before being billeted across the US, most recently and happily in Florida. Like so many jet-trash kids blown repeatedly across the globe from new city to strange school, her rootless anonymity formed a shield of weary cynicism that she used to deflect enquiring eyes. As I would discover too, there was no point in making friends when those new friends would just as quickly become nostalgia.


We were pals, though. She kissed me in an empty classroom one lunch break, my first kiss, and I imagined that I was in love. Neither of us felt as if we belonged anywhere on campus so we huddled together on our own outpost.


Joining us on our island was a kid called Pete from Palo Alto, California, who had a Swiss father, no mother that he ever mentioned and some deep-rooted authority issues. He rocked terrible jumbo cords and a glossy hairdo that made him look a bit like Officer Poncherello from the American TV cop show CHiPs, but he also had Emmanuelle on VCR and a packet of Camels that he taught me how to smoke so I felt we were very much in business together. We’d bunk school and go shoplifting around Saint-Germain, loading our pockets with cassettes from the music shop, as well as non-essential items, before climbing aboard our school buses at the day’s end. I wanted to be caught. I wanted to be expelled, but they weren’t alive to the mischief. It wasn’t that kind of school. We upped the ante.


A few weeks before the end of that first school year, I was told to my surprise that I would be accepted into the main French stream the following year. Really? I wondered. It couldn’t have escaped anybody’s attention in the room that I wasn’t fluent in French yet, far from it. I could follow a conversation, I could tell someone to fuck off, I could recite a few verbs, but could I lead a conversation? Not really. Could I write a paragraph off the top of my head? No way.


The meeting took place in a ground-floor administrative room in the school. I was sitting on a chair adrift in the middle of the room, while a full crescent of desks faced me, behind which sat a dozen or so teachers and heads of department, with le directeur at its centre. My mum was on another chair at the back of the room, forbidden to speak. In the hall outside the room the entire 5ème year group lurked in strict silence with one guardian each, awaiting their fate. It was intimidating.


I didn’t want to pass into the mainstream French system because I knew it would be beyond me, but, at the same time, what twelve-year-old wants to fail in front of so many people, one of whom is their mother?


I repeated, ‘I’ve passed?’


‘Oui, mais …’


Ah, oui … mais. I had passed but I would have to repeat the year so that I’d have a chance of going up the following year, fluent and fantastic. I looked at all the blank faces staring at me. I thanked them and rose.


‘And of course,’ said le directeur as I moved to leave, ‘this will allow you to continue playing for the junior football team.’


In other words, you can’t speak French, lad, but you can hit a moving ball. In a school of dweebs, they needed kids to play competitive sports. I was one such kid.


Over the coming days, school started to wind down. The pupils’ grades were out and that meant the stress was over. The end of the school year is momentous in France because the summer holidays are luxuriously long, and a soft, anticipatory delirium set in. Some children wore costumes for the last day, others brought flour bombs. There’d be tears, too, as some jet trash would be blown to a new city soon, but the last day nevertheless promised a relaxed atmosphere.


‘We should go and get wasted in that wood behind the school,’ suggested Pete. I agreed. I’d never been wasted. How hard could it be?


Jane joined us with her goofy, posh new English friend Chloe Pope who’d joined the school for the final term after her dad landed a job locally. She would be full-time in Français Spécial next year, but today she brought an energetic enthusiasm for rum and coke, a drink none of us had ever tasted before.


Two 1.5-litre bottles of Coke, half emptied and refilled with a bottle of dark rum in each. That’s about the measure, right? A little shake, watch out for froth and take a gulp. Go on, take another, and another …


We were whirling around in circles between the trees, a few hundred feet from the school but at that moment on another planet, small children hideously drunk on mid-morning empty stomachs.


Jane lay down, saying she wanted a little sleep, and started to remove her clothing. Embarrassed at the sight of her midriff, I stopped her in this task. I rolled her on her side, just in case. Suddenly I didn’t feel very drunk at all. When I turned around, Chloe was also on her back, flat out, and Pete was on his knees, retching. We’d been at it around an hour but the booze was done. Pete’s dream had come true. He was wasted. I surveyed the scene and made the decision to seek help.


Squeezing back into the bottom exercise yard through the fence, I spotted one of the sports teachers and appraised him of the basic facts without incriminating myself. Then I headed up towards the food van parked outside the gates. I ordered a hot dog and, as I drunkenly scoffed it, listened to the sirens from a series of ambulances approaching the road to the school gates. Then the gates parted and the sirens rolled down towards the woods.


The school rang two weeks later, on one of those rare days that my dad was at home. Unlucky for me, unlucky for him.


We drove the Datsun in silence to the school, where le directeur and his lieutenants awaited us in that same ground-floor school meeting room. The conversation was short and pointed.


My three friends had all been admitted to hospital, where three stomachs had had to be pumped. They were all now discharged, both from medical care and the school. They would not be returning to Le Lycée International. As for you, Monsieur Kessler …


They were unsure of the role I’d played in events, as was I, really. I was therefore issued with a suspended expulsion. One more misstep and it would be curtains. See you in September.


It was high summer. The sun scorched the earth. Ahead lay the Autoroute du Soleil, right down to a rented house on the bustling Côte d’Azur for August. The conflicting mixture of relief and dread I’d felt after learning my fate in that meeting room sank to the back of my mind as I became aware of a few of the undeniable benefits living in France provides, namely its incredible geography that includes some of Europe’s most glorious beaches, filled with naked people watching pancake-flat seas.


A marker pen aimed at full force and from some distance towards my head during the first week back at school in September snapped the world into focus. Not only was I obviously not capable enough in French to read Émile Zola aloud, nor describe Nana in essay form, I was also, according to the teacher who’d launched the missile at me, a stupid American. I determined to get out.


I feigned a sinus illness for months on end, choosing throat swabs and elderly French nurses injecting antibiotics into my arse every week over school for as long as I could. When, eventually, I was forced back to school I bunked it, getting off the bus at the gates, walking down to the RER station and heading into Paris to spend my days chewing up pavement throughout the city, aching with metropolitan love. I felt a pull. My mum agreed to remove me when the brown-enveloped letters in French started to stack up from the school. My dad was missing in action, so she decided the English School of Paris was the best place for me. I strongly agreed.


The head teacher was, like me, new to the ESP and was back and forth to England attending to late domestic arrangements when I applied, so I was interviewed by the deputy head instead. He was glad to admit me after the Easter holidays, 1982.


On my first day at the new school, I was invited to meet the incoming head teacher in his office on the second floor of the grand main house, one of the few quiet rooms in any of the buildings. The place was a nuthouse. At least half of the students were children of IBM employees who came from that company’s UK headquarters, in Portsmouth. They were generally on secondment for a couple of years before going home, and the kids, many of whom knew of each other from rival comprehensives along the south coast, treated their time in Paris as an unexpected beano designed purely to enliven their teens. An acute ‘Brits abroad’ mindset reigned. Big weekend rave-ups. Lots of shagging. Gangs of local kids hanging around outside because they knew it was one school where they’d be guaranteed a fight. The new head was public school and had been brought in to change the mindset, to upgrade the place considerably so that they could charge proper fees. I’m sure he managed it eventually, but for the next couple of years at least he’d be engaged in an arduous guerrilla battle with his own pupils.


‘So, Teddy,’ the new headmaster began, stiffly. Wire-wool hair, steel-rimmed spectacles, tightly knotted green tie with a Latin-encrusted crest upon its tongue. Features: pinched. ‘I understand that you were at the Lycée International previously. How did you find it?’


‘I found it difficult, sir. My French just wasn’t quite good enough.’


‘Hmm,’ he considered, fiddling with his lapels. A little brush of his shirt. Nostrils flare. ‘My daughter was there, at the Lycée, for a short time last year. But she’s back in England now.’ He looked to the window for a moment, then faced back to me, locking eyes.


‘Perhaps you knew her? Similar age group. She’s called Chloe. Chloe Pope?’


‘No, sir,’ I replied. ‘I’m afraid I never came across her.’





2.



Adventures on the Metro


Charles de Gaulle–Étoile to


Saint-Nom-la-Bretèche–Forêt de Marly


There once was a bar just behind Avenue des Champs-Élysées in Paris, on Rue de Ponthieu, called Roscoe’s. It may not have actually been named Roscoe’s, but that is what it was most widely known as amongst expat drunks and their parents.


A thin drinking hole next to an aromatic underground car park that became painfully cramped when the dozen or so booths were full, Roscoe’s was nevertheless where all the British and some American school kids in Paris went to drink on Fridays. It was the one joint that always served us without ID and that fact demanded loyalty. It was where I learned all about the majesty and treachery of the Kir.


A Kir is a cheap French cocktail, one part crème de cassis and nine parts white wine. It’s normally an aperitif, a hit of something strong served before eating to get the juices going. That wasn’t how I enjoyed it.


I had failed pretty conclusively in my early experiments with lager. I just didn’t like the flavour of it as a fourteen-year-old, nor did I have the patience to acquire the taste. Kir, on the other hand, tastes like Ribena and as I was still a child anything that tasted like Ribena was OK by me. I sucked those little glasses of sickly-sweet red hooch down.


Roscoe’s was also the venue where, one Friday night in the autumn of 1983, my friend Teifion told me he’d smuggled four tabs of acid over in a book from his summer in England. He’d arrived into our school, the newly renamed British School of Paris, from Bognor Regis the previous term alongside his siblings, twins Morgan and Katie, who were in my year. Teifion was in the year above: Welsh of heritage, Bognor by design, anarchist through instinct. They were part of a fresh intake that would make the seasons 1982–83 through 1984–85 extremely testing for our adversaries both inside and outside of the school gates. Battle was joined with his arrival.


Teifion hadn’t brushed his teeth in a year or so, wore his hair in a shaved flat-top and had a self-administered Joy Division tattoo writ large upon his wrist. He brought with him tales of following horrible punk-rockabillies the Meteors on tour through his school holidays, an amazing post-punk 7-inch record collection and an advanced taste for hedonism. A strong alliance was formed. We took a look at all that adolescence in a strange city had to offer, all that potential experimentation and reckless adventure, and sank completely into its overwhelming newness. Most kids there did, in one way or the other. The school was far from everyone’s ancestral home – suburban Paris was culturally remote from suburban Britain – but nobody expected to be there longer than a couple of years, so kids bent the environment to fit them rather than attempting to fit in. It was the reverse of my experience at the Lycée. The BSP kids imposed their tastes and habits on to Paris – an imposition that often proved violently provocative. I swung both ways. I was wholly invested in British youth culture, its music and personal presentation, but my eighteen months at the Lycée meant I spoke street-level French. I’d consequently made friends with a handful of near-minded kids in my village, bored wannabe outsiders who liked the Stray Cats, showing off to girls, mindless acts of petty vandalism and driving motor vehicles at suicidal velocity.


Teifion was my high priest, though, my guru, and I tuned in when he made a lifestyle suggestion, be it listening to Josef K’s new single or carrying a bent fork in my coat pocket for protection when travelling through the city. Did I want to try one of these tabs of acid he’d brought with him? I placed one upon my tongue.


As the picture started to change, I sought refuge from the storm. I took a detour on the way to the toilets and spent several hours, or minutes, hanging on to the fire escape at the back of Roscoe’s watching the animations of lions blowing fire upon the walls of the car park below. Tamsin, a smart, music-mad girl from Kent I thought I might love and had decided to impress by taking LSD and drinking white wine cocktails, occasionally came to check on me. I don’t recall our conversations but eventually she left me behind. The lights of the bar were aggressively turned up. I was patiently led out.


I stood in the middle of Rue de Ponthieu gazing at the lights cast twinkling into the sky by the nearby Arc de Triomphe, cars honking in chorus around me, until a kind girl from the year above at school called Susan guided me back on to the pavement. Susan, from Greenock in Scotland, another IBM hub, lived in my village of Chavenay and was now heading home via the Métro and SNCF overground line with her friend. Maybe I’d like to catch the last trains with them?


‘That’s a very good idea, you know.’ I put one arm around each shoulder. ‘Come on.’


Thanks to Susan, we caught the last Métro. Then we managed to scramble on the SNCF at La Défense towards its final destination, Saint-Nom-la-Bretèche–Forêt de Marly, our stop. I rested my head against the window and sleep swallowed me instantly.


Susan and her friend shook me awake at the end of the line.


‘We’re here, Teddy,’ Susan said. ‘My parents are picking us up. We can drive you home.’


They knew that the alternative was that I would walk the four miles home through the forest, the nearby town of Saint-Nom and finally around the wide-open fields towards Chavenay. It was a walk I did many Friday nights alone. The first mile via an unlit, heavily forested road in the midst of the Forêt de Marly could be terrifying, the night only cracked ajar by the yellow beam of an occasional speeding car. Otherwise, black woody silence, which is no kind of silence; rustling, howling, crunching. Wild boar lived in these woods. Sometimes, there would be one other figure on the road, either just ahead, out of reach, making you consider the wisdom of overtaking, or just behind on the shoulder, slowly gaining with each step as you attempted to speed up too, reaching for that bent fork in your coat pocket …


Bonsoir; bonsoir …


There was no bus from the station at night and, for me, no alternative solution. I was fourteen years old and left entirely to my own devices by my mother, my dad having quit home a few months after arrival. My father had made his girlfriend pregnant shortly before we arrived in France. His girlfriend lived in Paris, they were in love – where they remain – and he was in deep, deep trouble. My mother did not know that then and would not know it for another decade or so, until my father introduced his OG family to his lovely daughter, my sister. Then, in Saint-Nom, my mother only knew that she had been ditched in a remote home in a foreign country and was having her own, long introspection about that break-up. I became more like a confidant than a son, the pal she caught up with when we were both in town together. Alone in a strange land, in the prison of her break-up, she needed someone to talk to over lunch and a glass of wine. I was only thirteen when offered that position, but I could be that guy for her. I was the nearest thing to an adult friend she had within reach.


Once we’d established that level footing, she was a liberal mother. Anything went. Other parents and schoolteachers declaimed her as an accomplice to delinquency – but the little kids understood.


My friends welcomed the smoky refuge she provided without inquisition. She would survey the yearly wreckage of my school report and ask me if I knew what I was doing. I’d say yes, I was going to become someone who listened to music professionally. Incredibly, she believed me, she didn’t mock me, didn’t dissuade, she encouraged me to immerse myself even more fully in music and all associated youth culture because she could recognise my zealotry. I wasn’t rebelling, I had nothing to kick against. Thanks to her benevolence, however, I was also discovering early on the disappointment that lurks at the limits of personal freedom. One of those many let-downs is that after a night out in Paris, I’d have to take a long, frightening walk home in the dark on my own through a forest.


But not tonight.


‘You have to get up if you’re coming,’ insisted Susan, tugging me from the train seat. ‘My parents are waiting.’


We walked down the platform, an arm under each of my elbows, before Susan spoke through the window of the car to her father. She nodded happily at me, opening the door. Her friend was already in the other window seat. I was in the middle seat, as Susan climbed in next to me.


‘Hello, Mr Collins, hello, Mrs Collins,’ I said. Or words to that effect.


We set off.


‘How are you, Teddy, all OK?’ asked Mrs Collins, warily, as if enquiring about someone’s surgery.


‘I’m very well,’ I told her.


But I was not very well. I was not well.


I felt the vomit rushing from my toes upwards as soon as we turned out of the forest on to the main road. The car was so warm. I was too far from a window.


Where could I put this sick so that nobody noticed? I raised my hand and ushered it down each sleeve of my prized donkey jacket, filling both arms very quickly. Too quickly, perhaps, as the car suddenly halted and the rest of my vomit flew forwards between the front seats all across the gearstick and both the pilot and his co-pilot. Then I stopped.


A few screams.


‘I’m sorry everybody,’ I managed.


Silence. The car started. We drove on for the remaining few miles with the wind rushing through all four open windows, into picturesque Saint-Nom-la-Bretèche, down through the fields and to the edge of Chavenay where the car stopped abruptly in the main Centre Commercial. A door opened and Susan leapt from the car. I climbed out after and sank to my knees on the grass verge.


‘Fuck’s sake, Ted,’ she muttered, and got back in.


The Collins’ car pinged off at a lick. I lay on my back and let the lukewarm vomit inside my coat squelch all over me, gazing up at the stars. It was a clear, bright night. The sky glistened with thousands of frogs, millions of Kermits, waving back at me. I laughed out loud at its majesty.


Gare Saint-Lazare to Saint-Nom-la-Bretèche–Forêt de Marly


Bleached hair, grown out so that the roots are visible midway into a two-inch flat-top. Shaved bald at the sides and the back. Three earrings in the left earlobe. Green button-down shirt, short-sleeved beneath a cream 1960s sports jacket. Sta-Prest, black. Six-hole Dr Martens boots, black, rested upon the seat of the chair opposite, heading in a westerly direction after a day’s stomping around the city with Omar, Charlie and Teifion, leafing through record, comic and clothes shops, perhaps a little shoplifting, trying to avoid skinheads and the bored CRS police cooped up all day in vans. The typical Saturday afternoon after the Friday night before. I’d stayed at Teifion’s and I needed a wash.


At Puteaux a couple of likely lads catch my eye as the train flashes down the platform. They climb aboard and make their way down the carriage, sitting in the four-seater next to me. One is casual in tracksuit top and jeans. The other has a moddish skin vibe. He looks quite sharp, but I can’t really ignore the fact that he’s staring intensely at me.


‘Ça va?’ I ask, blankly, turning to face him. The kid smiles. He’s a couple of years older than me. I’d say around seventeen.


‘Ça va bien. Toi?’


I’m OK too, I tell him. He gives me a cheery thumbs-up.


Well, this is nice. I have been chased all over Paris and its many suburbs over the previous year or so. I’ve had a policeman smack me in the mouth for no reason other than walking into his tear gas in the Métro as the CRS attempted to disperse Maghrebi kids in Les Halles. I’ve had a gang of black rockabillies – the notorious if unimaginatively named Black Cats – put me up against a wall in Clichy and frisk me at knifepoint, removing my wallet from my back pocket and, with some hilarity, the bent fork from my jacket. I even had a skinhead kick me from behind down a moving escalator at Oberkampf, before another then ripped the Harrington from my back. At a fairground in Saint-Germain-en-Laye some squaddies had followed us and then kung-fu kicked us in the car park until they realised that, despite our provocative hair, they were beating up children and wandered off, unsatisfied.


Nobody asked me how I was first.


‘Where are you from?’ asks one.


‘London,’ I say, ‘but I live here.’


‘Ah, OK,’ says the mod-skin. He sizes me up. ‘Is that where you get those Docs from?’


‘Yes.’


‘They’re great,’ he replies. ‘You can’t get them here easily.’


‘They’re cheap in England,’ I tell him. ‘Work boots. Everyone has them.’


‘Hmm,’ he says. ‘What size are you?’


‘43.’


‘Let’s swap.’


I look at his feet. He has massive old canvas army boots on, covered in stains. They look terrible.


‘No thanks.’


‘Come on,’ he insists. ‘French army boots, vintage. Very cool. It’s a cultural exchange!’ He starts unlacing his shoes. Meanwhile, his pal slides across seats and sits next to me. He punches me on the arm about as hard as you can when you’re friends with someone, maybe even a little harder. He nods at me. ‘It’s a good exchange. Fair. Take off your boots.’


I turn around, gazing down the carriage. There are a few people further down, in singles, looking out of windows or reading. There is no cavalry. I unlace my boots.


‘Merci mon pote!’ my new pal says, grabbing my Docs, then shaking my hand. His mate gives my head a massive congratulatory shove and stands up. We are pulling in at La Celle-Saint-Cloud.


‘You know what,’ says Mod-skin, ‘as you don’t really like my army boots, I’m going to keep them. OK?’


I shrug.


‘Salut!’ they shout as, laughing, they jump from the train. They walk by the window, waving my boots at me. I put my feet back on the seat.


At Saint-Nom I walk down the platform in my socks and step into the phone box to call home.
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