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Not to be such a fool would be good. The trick with so much wine and easy company is how?


Heraclitus













Shabby Magic



Sat in the Silchester Road laundrette, staring at the tie-dye slowly floating round and round, the leathery old hippy bloke leaning on his walking stick smoking a rolly outside, oblivious to the weapon dog barking over the road … the sign on the wall said SMILE, YOU’RE ON CCTV, and I was smiling, soaking up the shabby magic of the seaside town, while the sunset cast silhouettes on the luminous walls and marinated the room in golden honey …


Strolling home with my big blue IKEA bag full of laundry, catching the last of the sun, wending my way through the wedding-cake square, classical columns and bone-white walls with rusty streaks running down from the derelict satellite dishes that cluster like mushrooms in the damp corners, old dreams of imperial grandeur fallen away into this strange, shady half-life … alkies on benches, pitbulls tearing round the grass, moody blokes on crutches in Reebok Classics hanging round the telephone box … and stood on her pedestal, Victoria still stares out to sea, ruling the waves with a traffic cone on her bonce, her huddled minions shuffling round the alcoholic gardens, cadging enough money for a tenner bag or a few cans of Tennent’s, and glazed eyes stare out from 2,000 leagues under the sea …


And among this unkempt undergrowth, orchids left alone to bloom in the shady patches … the theremin player whose theremin was on the blink, the ex-opera singer with the big white Father Christmas beard, the lady from Hot Gossip who used to dance on the Kenny Everett Show … there was always the feeling this place was a law unto itself, a forgotten little corner you hoped would stay forgotten a bit longer, close enough and far enough to follow its own eccentric orbit round the capital, the culture, the laws of economics, somewhere out there beyond the convenient commute of the pointy-shoed fuckers with the hedge-fund hair, right down here to the ends of England, where shitty old London Road and its gnarly chicken shops finally runs out of tarmac and hits the sea, and a glamorous old copper-green clock from the Jazz Age still keeps the hours against the vast blue that stretches out the same forever …


And now I walk home by the crumbling elegance of the Regency façades, pot-holed pavements and rising damp … and when the sun’s caught flat against the pastel stucco, the dogshit capital of the South Coast can still look impossibly pretty, long shadows against the clotted cream streets of golden hour, a dreaming seaside town for dreamers … and every evening at sundown, I get home to the church bells ringing their rich, deep melody, like it was all a message just for me, St Leonard telling me I’d been given a second chance, that I’d entered into some kind of pact with the place, and it’d be kind to me, and grant me what I needed.










St Leonard



What was I doing in this strange seaside town? I remember when we first arrived, I’d walk around with the pram like a private eye casing a mystery, a mystery which unfortunately nobody was paying me to solve … the place was a puzzle, a confusion of streets, the sublime cheek by jowl with the sordid and ridiculous … a rakish elegance gone rough & dodgy, like a classy old suit gone all moth-eaten and threadbare … a town full of worn-away dreams, sweetened by the poetry of the hazy blue horizon …


It felt like I’d stumbled upon a secret little world complete in itself: the gentle brilliant light, the freshness of the sea air, noisy seagulls circling terrace roofs, lively, tatty little streets, peeling pinks and pastel blues, and shops full of beautiful junk.


With its crazy paving and potholed tarmac covered in dogshit and white paint spills, grubby net curtains behind grand mansion windows, marble steps to once-proud doorways with a dozen rusty bedsit buzzers, St Leonards felt beyond the pale, out on a limb, which after the sardine-tin crush of London brought an overwhelming sense of freedom and release – it still had some legroom for the artistic life, that marginal, precarious, romantic kind of life that always seems to be on the verge of getting gentrified out of existence … out here it was all crumbling stucco streets opening out onto big vistas – all sea, all sky, and the space and the luxury to be left alone to get on with it, like children playing on the bombsites after World War Two.


St Leonard, patron saint of prisoners and the mentally ill. I’d lived under his sign through my best years, in the knot of streets behind St Leonard’s parish church in Shoreditch, in England’s first council estate, a Grade II listed Edwardian council estate full of Bangladeshi children playing below washing lines in the sky and the constant smell of curry, when the Versace shop on Redchurch Street was still Old Tom the rag’n’bone man’s Steptoe-style yard …


And now I found myself in St Leonards-on-Sea, which in many ways felt similar to his parish on the raggy edges of the City Fringe 20 years earlier – the people who washed up here on the edges of the country reminded me of the lost souls who washed up in that old ditch on the margins of the Square Mile: the troubled and the troublesome, swept down here by social cleansing, pawns in a dirty deal between the inner boroughs and the cash-strapped coastal resorts full of empty B’n’Bs, London’s hush money, pushing its undesirables out of sight and out of mind, right down here to the end of the train line … in the days when they were building this elegant escape, it would have been a one-way boat to Australia for stealing a loaf of bread …


The nasty, brutish and short, and the arty types with their precarious financial arrangements, at right angles to the rest of the world, floaters who had lived in the same marginal no-man’s-lands round the frayed City Fringe, pushed out by an economy whose only visible growth had been in property, and the redevelopment of vast dilapidated inner-city swathes of it for at least the last decade … the London poor got shipped out, the London creatives got priced out, and now they’ve all washed up here, cheek by jowl in this elegant seaside shit hole originally designed as a getaway for London’s rich …










Relics



It was a shock when we first moved down here. The place was on the bones of its arse. I’d push the pram along the dilapidated Deco sweep of the prom, towards the ruined pier like a row of burned matches sticking out into the English Channel, rotten stumps at the centre of the seafront’s smile, like the smile of one of the junkies on the square … and looking out beyond this Corbusian concrete hangover at a ruffled windy sea stretching out to a stormy horizon, my son pointing over to it, saying ‘Baf’, his second word, I’d just hang my head and think to myself, Oh God, what have we done?


Like Cold War relics, the seafront was littered with strange abandoned structures whose function had become obscured: a dilapidated concrete bunker leading to a locked-up underground swimming pool; a scrubby grassed-over wasteground in the rectangular footprint of a once glamorous lido; a rain-stained concrete colonnade open to the beach on one side that ran underneath the 1920s promenade between Hastings & St Leonards, conceived as an arcade for the well-heeled holiday makers to stroll down when it drizzled, a covered walkway with viewing bays for string quartets and Cinzano bars, the longest, most glamorous modernist concrete structure of its day in England, degenerated into a pissy crumbling underpass full of fag butts and broken glass, a wind-break for drug dealers & their staffies running wild …


A town littered with the hulks of abandoned industry, a colossal ruin like Middlesbrough or Detroit, only this town’s industry was mass leisure. The thing about the English seaside is it was leisure on an industrial scale, the leisure of the industrial revolution; when that mass leisure industry moved away, outsourced to Spain, it devastated these places as surely as steelworks relocating to India or China devastated big northern towns.


And littered along the front were all these traces, chalk outlines of a tragic death at a crime scene, ghosts like Marine Court, the centrepiece of St Leonards’ seafront, a crumbling Art Deco apartment block that looks like an ocean liner, a Titanic of the English seaside that hit its iceberg sometime in the mid-’70s, the slow sinking of the South Coast into its strange fifty-year winter that only now seems to be thawing …










Last Chance Saloon



You’d have to be a fucking idiot to open a place selling cloudy, cidery natural wines and dank juicy craft beer at £4 a half along this stretch. Nevertheless, this was our big idea. We couldn’t make ends meet in the Smoke anymore, and certainly couldn’t afford to have a baby there. It was a painful way to fall out with a place. After giving London our best years, it felt like we’d just realised we’d been shafted by an old and trusted business partner we’d just twigged had had one hand in the till all along.


A booze emporium. This was the best escape plan we’d managed to come up with as economic refugees from the city where the streets are paved with gold, and the rents reflect it. The baby was born at the end of May, we moved here in July, and opened the bar on the August bank holiday. I have hardly any memories of that summer. It was like some massive delirious bong hit of madness. It made my beard go grey. I only remember it in little fragments: the opening night of the bar, meeting all these new faces, pouring wine and beer one-handed while bouncing a three-month-old baby in my arms, and then when we finally got everyone out, thinking, Well, that went well, and then realising I had baby sick all down my T-shirt, and probably had done all night.


I met so many people that night. I’d suspected there were semi-employed creative types hidden away, peppered among the shoddy terraces, but had no idea they lived here in such numbers. It turned out they’d been trickling down for decades, quietly beavering away in their bright and breezy ramshackle houses with the beautiful sea views.


They seemed to like drinking in our gaff, and a group of regulars quickly yoked around the bar … my favourites were all in one evening: a bloke who made big paintings of scary fishermen whose eyes followed you round the room, a thesp who’d just finished playing a pædophile on a mobility scooter hanging round a playground on BBC1 daytime drama Doctors, a novelist writing an experimental psychogeographic piece about the haunted underground streams of the town, the theremin player whose theremin was broken, all chatting and rubbing shoulders amiably, and I remember, as I was making some drinks and enjoying the patter, it suddenly struck me: I was running the bar I’d always wanted to drink in, the bar I’d always dreamed of …










The Bunker



Underneath the bar was a damp, dingy basement with a collapsing ceiling held up by two breeze-block columns and a concrete floor that flooded every summer as the water on the way from the Sussex Weald percolated down to the sea, and underground streams running off the forests came back to life …


We built a makeshift bar and stuck some tables with candles glowing in the shady Victorian brick arches at the back. We got some gorgeous old wooden KEF speakers that made the place sound like a dubby womb and kept the lights down low. The arts lab Berlin bunker vibes were accidental, more by necessity than design – we eked out a living in this place and couldn’t afford to do anything with it, but this all seemed to work to its advantage.


I remember at one of the first gigs down there, a bald long-haired bloke playing howling free jazz saxophone and smashing plates off his head at the same time … when he finished his set he came to the bar and very politely asked me for a dust pan and brush to clean up after himself, and I noticed he had a big triangular shard of china sticking out of his bald head, and blood trickling down behind his ear and into his long greasy hair …


It was always so much fun in the bunker. Some men buy a red convertible sports car at my age, but I have no money and can’t drive, so I got some vintage hi-fidelity wooden speakers that ‘Voodoo Ray’ and ‘Mysteries of Love’ sounded really nice on, and a dingy cellar bar to play them in while I made Manhattans & Whiskey Sours. I worried I was drinking myself into an early grave, but I was always sweaty and happy by the end of another long night. I pulled the wires out of the CCTV so my wife couldn’t spy on us on her phone and shout at me when I was enjoying myself. I was often too drunk to lock the shutters properly.


The self-loathing came in the mornings, when my little boy needed someone to play with and I was too hung over to do anything but put Scooby-Doo on repeat, and I felt so ashamed. The thing that was earning us a living was short-changing my child. That place was my freedom and it was also my gilded cage.










Soul Buster



When I was 25 and I worked in Shoreditch’s village pub (and it was a village in those days, with one corner shop, two decent boozers, and the only cash point a hole in the wall at the garage), my first customer each morning was a grey-faced bloke called Tim who looked like a haunted Sideshow Bob. He was there five minutes after the doors opened, every day, and would always order a drink of his own invention he’d christened the ‘Soul Buster’, a grapefruit juice with ice and a quadruple vodka in it. He was apparently writing a novel that no progress ever seemed to be made on, mainly because he tended to spend the rest of the day in the boozer after drinking one or two said concoctions.


I would often think of Tim and his Soul Busters when I made myself a Bloody Mary in the mornings; I’d even catch myself automatically making one on those occasional mornings when I didn’t have a hangover. I joked it was my ‘Breakfast of Champions’ when I was only too aware it was anything but. I loved my little gathering of artistes who alighted at the bar, but the problem was, someone had to put the hours in – i.e., me – and my liver was taking one for the team. I worried the only way I’d ever get out of this bar was in a coffin.


Now I’m Tim’s age, and I run a different bar on a different deserted and semi-derelict strip, I don’t seem to be writing this book I keep talking about either, and I find I can’t start another long day in this place without making myself a stiff drink. I find the prospect of being Mein Host all over again impossible without one. I suspect my Breakfast of Champions might really be just a Soul Buster by another name.










Dennis or Brian?



You’ll recognise me, I always walk past you by the playground on the beach with my little kid; I’m the plump bloke in the Birkenstocks and one of four identical £15 Breton T-shirts from Marks & Spencer (I don’t have the time, money or clothes shops for clothes shopping anymore) – you know, that bloke with the bushy beard and the long hair, like the Beach Boys when the Beach Boys weren’t young anymore and they all looked a bit Mansony and ravaged by the California Dream … I’d like to imagine I look like Dennis Wilson, beardy and rugged in a handsome, yachty kind of way, but I probably look more like Brian – podgy, wild-eyed and haunted, after the simple pleasures of the early hits had dried up, the drugs had fried his brain, the sandpit under the piano he liked to stick his bare feet into while composing songs about the seaside was full of dog turds, and he was too scared to open the fridge because he thought there was a ghost in it … the raven-haired father full of worries, wandering home with the golden-haired child, his hair a hazy halo as we wend our way home into the low honeyed sun, the luminous early evening light like a fat glass of golden Burgundy wine …










‘It’s You’



I remember the day – no, the moment – I met her, the mother of my child: she floated across the busy bar as if she were stepping weightlessly out of a Botticelli painting, gliding in on a zephyr from a giant scallop shell on the surf, all golden cloudburst curls and diaphanous peachy silken swirls … it all went silent, time stood still, the proverbial pool ball stopped rolling into the pocket in the corner of the table, and I was lost for words.


It happened on one of the first Fridays of spring. The gentle sunlight and the sweet breeze seemed to whisper about the coming promise of life opening up again after I’d been holed up in my sad little rented room all winter … I had a tantalising sense of something delicious being on the cards, still just out of sight, somewhere just around the corner …


And as I made my way into the guts of the capital, people finishing work and crowding outside the restaurants and pubs, those early evening streets seemed to open out for me, heaving with pleasure and promise … I made my way across the silvery river to the Southbank and my date with destiny. I was doing a reading at an event there, and it was pretty nerve-wracking performing in one of the big concert halls, so I spent most of the evening in the green room downing beers in nervous anticipation of going on stage, and then spent the rest of the evening drinking in relief, as my turn seemed to go down well …


By the time I’d got to the party afterwards I was pie-eyed, chatting at the bar with my mate who organised it all, to coincide with his big birthday bash; suddenly I stopped listening, forgot about everything else, at the sight of a mysterious golden-haired girl gliding through the crowd towards us: Wow, what’s her story? I thought; there was something enigmatic about her, a delicious mystery; she floated over like some radiant creature who didn’t really belong in a world as humdrum as this one … and somehow, it looked like she was coming over to say something to us; I had no idea what was about to come out of her mouth, but I was intrigued …


‘Alright Jeff, can I get you a birthday drink?’ she said to my mate, and then she looked into my eyes … ‘’Ere, ’Artlepool, do you want a drink as well?’ she said in a Teesside accent as broad as mine. She’d obviously clocked we were from the same town when I’d done the reading. I was bamboozled. It was the last thing I could have possibly expected. I didn’t think they made them that nice up there. It soon transpired it was a hat trick – her job was to do all the English shmoozing for one of the grand old champagne houses, and I was at a stage in my life when drinking fine wine had become my second favourite activity. An improbable angel had just fallen into my world.


She fell back out of it fifteen minutes later, making a sharp exit after I’d told her she was my dream woman, while her friend kept miming, ‘No, no,’ shaking her head and making a cut-throat motion beside her. The next morning I remember waking up, happy but hungover, thinking, Well, at least it’s nice to know there are still girls like her out there. Maybe the universe had just wanted to remind me that life is capable of throwing a bit of magic your way once in a while, even if it was not to be with this one …


She called me out of the blue about a month later, and that was that. From the first weekend we spent together I knew she’d be the mother of my child. ‘If I have a boy I’d like to call him Raf,’ she said, the first time we walked through the park together on the Sunday. ‘We’ll have a boy called Raf then,’ I said, and as soon as I said it I had the most peculiar experience. It was the one and only time I ever experienced a feeling like it in my life, and I still can’t explain it – my body suddenly felt like a tuning fork, resonating with some kind of higher energy, a higher vibration all up my spine, a will bigger and wiser than mine, suddenly fulfilling itself through me. I felt like I was in the old National Lottery advert, when the big hand towered over the rooftops, and the finger pointed straight at me, a beneficent voice from the sky thundering ‘IT’S YOU’ … it was like being touched by the hand of fate or something, and from that moment on I knew in my gut that me and Jess having a boy called Raf was written in the stars, and our son was a done deal …


[image: A hazy, black-and-white close-up photograph of Jess, a woman with sharp facial features, and hair that frames her face.]












Sunlight Held Together by Water


St Leonards train station gets lovely, crisp early morning light. It was always exciting, standing on that platform, waiting to get away for the day, especially when it was just the two of us again, no child and no dog, back up to London for a fancy wine tasting, enjoying the payback for the hard and stressful slog of running a business together, all the long, late hours running our own bar, sweeping up sticky broken glass, bleaching the bogs, worrying about the leaky collapsing ceiling, worrying about where all the money’s going to come from. That afternoon it seemed especially that way – a few hours tasting the kind of champagnes we can’t afford to drink, at one of Piccadilly’s oldest and most romantic oyster bars.


In many ways, going back to London now, it’s like I’d never lived there. It hits you as soon as you step off the train at London Bridge: I forget which tube lines go where, how the ticket machines work, how one should gracefully mount an escalator. My new life rarely rose above the first floor, and it must’ve been the first time I’d been on an escalator in months. The minute we got off the tube at Green Park, Jess tugged my sleeve: ‘Eee, there’s Duncan Bannatyne!’ she said, and we gawped like tourists at a cheesy TV judge, not like the Londoners we once were, blasé, nonchalant … we were like hayseeds again, blown into the big city, wide-eyed, amazed by all the silver foxes in royal blue bespoke suits that cost more than our car, by the women whose shoes seemed to be made of diamonds, here on the richest mile of the richest city in the world, gawping down the elegant sweep of Piccadilly, a wide stately avenue rolling like a red carpet from the Ritz all the way to the Statue of Eros, the appropriate deity of Soho, in the distance.


We got to the dimly lit staircase leading discreetly down to the cellar of the oyster bar, nestled under the colossal columns and arches of Air Street vaulting into the clear blue sky like a vision of imperial Rome … I had a look at the wine list. It began with a quote from Galileo, ‘Wine is sunlight, held together by water’ … the wines, Meursault 1er Cru Les Charmes, £140, Chateau de Puligny Montrachet, £170, Pol Roger Cuvée Sir Winston Churchill, £386, were surely so, for the gentlemen in royal blue suits and the diamond-shoed ladies who got to taste them.


Not that I’m complaining. There were three trestle tables full of impossibly delicious champagnes in the black room with the gold trim. Biscuitty champagnes, bruised apple champagnes, champagnes with bubbles so delicate and fine they shimmered in a gentle cascade across your palate like sunlight over the sea. A public school scrum formed round the waiter with the silver tray every time he emerged from the kitchen doors again, people going crazy for the oysters this place was famous for. I kept nudging the greasy bespoke-shoed bastards out the way to get my share.


More bottles popped. The champagne never seemed to end. We were plastered by the time we had to leave, floating through the sun-soaked streets of Soho on the way back to the train. In Charing Cross Station I stole a block of parmesan from M&S when the cashier at the till I’d been queueing patiently for said I’d have to join the queue for the self-service machine because he was cash only. I met Jess outside. She’d just stolen some hand cream from Boots. It was only on the train I realised how spangled she was, as she blew raspberries at the Daily Maily old ladies going back to the shires from their big day out at The Mousetrap or the Royal Academy or wherever it is these people go.


It was only four in the afternoon. We left early because we had to pick our son up from nursery. Like coming down from acid as a teenager, the re-entry into the mundane life of the peripheries from more stellar regions like these is always a difficult landing to navigate. I braved the nursery, because Jess was still hammered. As luck would have it, I got outside to find her talking to our son’s best friend’s mum. We’d never met her before. I was mortified. Jess kept saying this or that was ‘shit’ far too much, and then panicked that she’d lost her bags, which I could plainly see on the other side of the pavement where she’d left them. ‘I’m so sorry, we’re not normally like this – we’re normal people, it’s just that we’ve been to a champagne and oyster tasting in Mayfair,’ I explained, realising that didn’t sound very normal at all … we said our goodbyes and walked off; I was cringing inside, but Jess still seemed too drunk to register.


We were all hungry. ‘Let’s go for a burger,’ I offered.


‘Yeah! I like burgers!’ our son confirmed.


We stopped in the children’s play area on the way there for a minute. Raf got too excited in the Thomas Train and suddenly screamed, ‘Daddy I need a wee!’, panicking; I went to pull him out of the wooden train and carry him quickly to the bushes, but too late; all I could do was watch as he whimpered and wee flowed down his leg from his shorts, soaking them and his socks and shoes and the floor of Thomas’s engine room.


I looked over to Jess for help. She’d sat down in his pram and was passed out snoring. I lost my shit at this point. ‘Jess! Get out of the fucking pram!’ I shouted, ‘We have to get him home – forget the burger, he’s pissed himself.’


‘What are you on about? He hasn’t pissed himself,’ she argued, apparently unable to see – and so the black hour began, a crying child with soaking pants in between two drunken assholes boozed up on high-end champagne, while the twilight drew in and the wind got colder by the twinkling lights of the shabby dilapidated seafront.










Elysian Fields



Oh the wines of London. There was a world’s worth of the best ones money could buy crammed onto those wine shop shelves. In the richer neighbourhood down the canal from me, there was a fine wine dealer who had one of those magic wine machines that uses NASA technology to pour you a glass and then fill the empty space in the bottle with a noble gas like argon instead of air, so it never reacts and spoils, and for this devilishly simple reason they can sell wines as fancy as they like by the glass, without having to worry whether they’ll be able to sell the rest of the bottle before it turns. I’d find myself drifting over there if I had nothing to do that afternoon, sticking £20 on the little card they give you, putting the card in the magic wine machine, and trying egg cups’ worth of all the fine wines therein; five minutes later, you’ve spanked your 20 quid, and it’s very hard not to say ‘fuck it’ and stick another 20 quid on the card. It’s like crack for people in red chinos.


In the days when I used to get paid properly I would often go and stand by the machine and while away half an hour and 40 or 50 quid swirling a glass and waxing lyrical to myself. They normally had very good bottles in that machine, but there was one occasion I went in and my jaw really dropped: there, racked up proudly in a row, were several of the finest wines available to humanity, the ones you only ever read about, the ones the Queen or Charles Saatchi get to drink at fancy banquets, on show here at £50 a thimbleful. It was an eye-watering embarrassment of riches, sat there on proud display in the machine: a Le Chambertin, one of Burgundy’s loftiest peaks, that was as old as me, gone all reddy brick-brown with age; two of only five Bordeaux allowed to call themselves Premier Cru, a Chateau Lafitte and a Mouton Rothschild, the two jewels in the crown of the evil banking dynasty’s wine portfolio. It was racehorse territory, the place where wine reached its lofty apotheosis. My heart swooned at the prospect, but there was no way I could afford to try even a drop.


The gods must have been smiling on me that day. The fucker with the Fulham pullover tied round his shoulders went off on his lunch break and I noticed he’d forgotten his magic staff wine card by the side of the machine. My golden Willy Wonka ticket lay there winking at me. I wasted no time, and dived straight in to a more beautiful world, a world of sunlight held together by water, the world inhabited by Monet or Titian or Giorgione. Working your way round that magic wine machine was like walking round the National Gallery, grapes and oak like oil paint, capturing the airs of late autumn afternoons, their atmospheres and enchantments … fallen leaves on forest floors, russets and ochres in dappled, honeyed sun … the poetry of the land, the soil, grapes becoming raisins, blue-veined cheeses and noble rot, the smell of sweet decay, of time … in all the overwhelming beauty of it there was a bittersweet note of tragedy: by the time I got to the Chateau d’Yquem I was close to tears, nearly weeping at the perfection of it, and at the passing of it, knowing I would probably never drink this ambrosia again …


I rinsed that terracotta-trousered fucker’s card, but like all ecstasies it had to end, and I left before he came back with his jambon sandwich from Paul and I got rumbled, and lumbered with an unpayable bill for several hundred pounds. I stumbled home down the canal like a God, a ruddy-faced retainer of Bacchus from a Rubens painting. I cannot taste the wines, but I can remember their broad brush strokes, the feelings they evoked, the Elysian Fields those wines transported me to that tree-dappled autumn afternoon along the Grand Union Canal.










The French Pub of My Dreams



Sometimes I dream of my old life in London, and the excitement and adventure of that floating neon world of Soho at night; it’s a life I’ve mostly forgotten about, put to rest, but I find myself yearning for it intensely when I wake up, still in it, and it lingers on a while into the morning.


The feelings are the same as they were in that lost life, but the places and the streets are not. There is a Groucho Club I visit sometimes that is nothing like the real one, more like an Art Deco lobby from the silent age of the silver screen in LA or Montparnasse, totally different from the real club where I used to rack up big lines in the toilet and bigger tabs at the bar and end up with espresso martinis all down my nice white shirt come morning. It looks nothing like the club I visited in my waking hours, nothing like any nite spot I’ve ever visited, but in my dreams it’s always the same.


It’s fantastical and familiar at the same time. There are a few of these bars I frequent in that dream city, one that’s the French Pub but not, one a bit like the Bar Italia; there are even whole streets and knots of streets, peculiar dog-leg alleys leading to basement rooms that I return to again and again, enchanted dream-places that are so consistent they seem to have an architecture and existence that is entirely independent of my tiny mind, enchanted dream-neighbourhoods whose intricate geographies crumble and are forgotten within a few moments of waking, and are then lost to normal consciousness, and can only be remembered in sad broken fragments full of yearning, waiting out of reach in all their labyrinthine detail, till the next time I visit them in dreams.










Funky Town Centre



Some days I would wake up from somewhere sweet and far off, cradled in an exquisitely content and complete feeling that emerged halfway with me … savouring it, dozing, drifting in and out, meandering through those labyrinthine minutes that seem like hours … strange profound ideas would follow me to the verge of wakefulness, and stay there a little while, but as soon as I got my body out of bed and started getting my head round the day in front of me they disintegrated, their fantastical structures unable to sustain the geometry of waking consciousness, like those weird deep sea fish that hæmorrhage and die when they’re dredged from the depths and exposed to the different atmospheric pressures at the surface … all that beautiful dozing gone and not amounting to shit, just like the day ahead probably would as well …


Getting out of bed on my Saturdays off, I was often slapped in the face with the same old dilemma: What am I going to do with the bairn all day? … nursing a coffee, looking out the window at a bleak grey windy seaside day, shitwagons rattling over the pot-holed, patched-up road to nowhere along the coast, Beachy Head and Eastbourne in the distance, blotted out by curtains of foggy rain driving in from the English Channel, slowly but surely marching their way round to us … toddler and father both getting bored and restless, him losing interest in the fourth or fifth Scooby-Doo in a row …


So that Saturday we decided to brave it and make the long slog pushing the pram up the endless hill to the museum in our kagouls. Squint and you could be on the Med, I joked to myself, sweaty and damp, bracing against the relentless rain-grey misery of this English seaside weekend, as flat as a fart and completely pointless …


We do like that museum, though. ‘Just like the Museum in Scooby-Doo,’ he always says. The samurai suit of armour we both love is ‘Just like the knight in Scooby-Doo’ too; the museum in Scooby-Doo and our local museum seem to be indistinguishable locations in the psychogeography of my toddler’s mind: when we’re watching Scooby-Doo (he normally insists on the museum episode) he talks about the local museum, and when we’re at the local museum he talks about Scooby-Doo, which I must say is a pretty nice feedback loop to be locked into with your little boy.


I got him out of there with the promise of an ice cream so I could go and buy the family some dinner in the M&S in the shopping centre. ‘Gonna take you down to Funky Town … Funky Town Centre, here you come,’ I joke with him leaning over the pram, and he laughs along … I always feel like I’m in a threadbare seaside town from a zombie apocalypse movie when I venture into Funky Town Centre: the beached whale of a woman with her scraped-back greasy ponytail outside the vape shop; Toothy McGraw sat on the bench with his can of Tennent’s, reeling back with wide-eyed surprise, like that last pipe of crack or heroin was stronger than he expected; a running argument outside Cash Converters – ‘I’ll fucking ruin you, Charlie! I’ll grass everyone up!’ the fierce bird in the puffer jacket screams at the scrawny lad with the lean fighter’s torso, hands down tracky bottoms, cupping degenerate bollocks … It’s the time I feel tangibly furthest away from our old lives within the charmed circle of London, marooned out here with all these arseholes by some act of wilful self-sabotage …


How did this happen? How the fuck did we end up stuck here? I think to myself with that familiar sinking feeling as I wheel the buggy into the shopping precinct, its late-20th-century muzak architecture in crystalline glass and chrome, to the island of bland calm that is Marks & Spencer, full of those middling old farts shuffling about in their grey velcro-strapped shoes and beige slacks, frowning at everything, the Brexity bastards, frowning at their expensive boring ready meals that only come in mean little pensioners’ portions.


How did this happen? How the fuck did we end up stuck here? I keep on repeating to myself, staring into nothing as I stare at the quinoa and birdseed salad aisle, hoping the kid won’t wake up till I’ve bought the Angus steaks and I’m outta here …


But these dark thoughts often fade when I’ve run the gauntlet and emerged with a couple of full shopping bags stuffed under the pram; the sun poked through right on cue as we left the shopping precinct and lightened my cloudy thoughts a little; I had enough provisions to feed my family well for the weekend; everything was starting to seem a bit better with the world as we hit the seafront promenade …


The crowd thickened as we got nearer the pier, loads of youths in caps and hi-spec skinny tracky bottoms … they all gathered at the pier gates, a big mob of them queueing for some Junglist rave with DJs I’d never head of, DJs whose daft names made me feel old, in a good way.


Past the scrum, up along the prom a bit, I parked the pram by a bench so I could sit and have a watch of the pier rave and vicariously re-live my youth for a little bit. There they all were at the end of the pier, jogging on the spot in their shoes from the future, dancing above the English Channel sloshing about underneath them, those arsequake basslines so massive they seemed to warp space and time as an orange sun set across the sea. I have to say it looked fucking great. But soon enough the eviscerating bass eventually woke up the sleeping toddler. He looked confused and a bit perturbed. ‘Look, they’re all having a party on the pier,’ I explained. ‘Yeah, with a big birthday cake!’ he affirmed, melting his daddy’s heart a little bit, making me think this life we’re trying to build for him down here ain’t so bad when all is said and done.












Lovely Laundrette


I don’t know why, but I always remember my happiest moments here being when we’d just moved down, right in the thick of the shellshocked bit when you’ve just become a parent and the new baby is like a grenade going off in your life, a newborn baby with terrible cholic crying the house down like a human car alarm all day and all night, till you wonder how much more of it you can take, and we were all alone in this strange new town, far from everything we’d ever known, just trying to keep it all going day by day, and it was one of my jobs to take his shitty onesies and vests round the laundrette every evening.


The thing was, the laundrette was on a street corner drenched in golden hour sun, golden radiance marinating the chipped pastel paintwork of the decayed elegant streets, back then when those streets were a shabby mystery wanting to be explored, winking at you, beckoning you up unknown hills into the decrepit grandeur of imperial mansion bedsitland.


‘The Sun is God,’ said Turner on his death bed. Well, if the Sun is God then this laundrette was my church, and I went for my holy communion daily in those days, around seven o’clock, sitting in the stillness of those sun trap windows, watching the drums slowly spinning round and round, gazing at the crumbling elegance of my strange new home bathed in dying seaside sun. I was so happy in those golden hours I’d steal for myself while the baby’s clothes floated round and round, I can’t tell you.


Day in, day out, walking up the hill with that never-ending bulging blue IKEA bag full of tiny onesies soaked in mustard diarrhœa; and then watching clean baby clothes floating and spinning in the big slow motion drums, finally coming out all warm, and that lovely fresh laundrette detergent smell when baby’s got clean clothes again and daddy’s walking home down the hill for dinner, and all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well …










Hound of Love



I suppose it all started two years earlier, when we got the dog. Caring for something much simpler than you are. Putting yourself at the service of its needs and its happiness. It was a basic change of state for me, the moment youth turned into adulthood.


I love that dog. I’ll be dozing in bed and he’ll jump in and curl into the crook of my back. He gets in where a fart couldn’t. It’s about as content a feeling as I’ve ever known.


I remember the first weeks getting him, a quiet night in when I was supposed to be going to a friend’s private view in a fancy London gallery; my little companion nestled next to me on the sofa, at his most human when he slept, snoring his little miniature snore, like a miniature sausage dog-sized person; the relief of knowing dogs weren’t allowed into the private view, with its canapés and bubbly and dolled-up people chasing a bit of glamour, now thankfully off limits. I remember the relief of telling my mate to give his guest list place to someone else, happy to lay on the sofa with Woody while he snuggled into me and snored his tiny little head off …


It’s a change that’s deep and difficult to put into words, a profound tectonic shift in the depths of you, and words can never be anything more than the architecture on the surface. Maybe you could say that before we got the dog, me & Jess were a couple, and afterwards we were a family. Before Woody came along we rented a flat, and afterwards we made a home.





[image: A cartoon of Woody the dog cozily sleeping on a small rug.]










Ninja Trainers



When I would go back up to London for the day, the first thing I’d notice as soon as I got off the train was the way everybody barged past me, on a mission, ranting into their phone, hardly even noticing they’d cut straight across my path … everyone had the air about them that what they were doing was very, very important – more important than what you were doing, so important they were still working even while they were walking, marching to their lunch meeting at the latest food hotspot. I’d watch them queueing for this latest mysterious food trend, a line of them down the street. The footwear on display in those queues was incredible, their limited edition Nikes were as niche as whatever weird Korean fermented egg burger they were queueing up to eat, as specialised as whatever mysterious jobs they did, which I couldn’t fathom at all – I dunno, but from the looks of it, they probably had something to do with Instagramming trainers or food.


They were all younger than me, all skinnier than me, all so much more important than me. When I was their age I used to charge around the streets of Soho thinking I was important too – I’d had bigger shits than this lot, barging past them to the front of queues for weird fermented Korean egg burgers … I used to be sat wearing preposterous trainers on Eurostar first class to Lyon or Amsterdam to go and write about eating the ridiculous food they had in those cities, I was so important, but now I’m just a fat bloke with five identical £15 Breton T-shirts who lives on a beach where people who can’t afford to live in London with children end up.


When we left the Emerald City for the Beach Bar at the End of the World, I found myself demoted from Very Important to nappy changer, washer-upper, barhand. It was a lightning bolt to my towering ego, which came crashing down like the image on the Tarot card, and it was about fucking time. I was awed by my overwhelming unimportance, humbled by my insignificance. There’s something about having a kid that makes you realise you’re not the star of your own B-movie after all – I was just with the band now, and the pleasant surprise about it all was how everything suddenly started making much more sense from that point of view. Lots of things that used to matter to me didn’t really matter anymore and I learned how to fucking relax a bit.


And when I walk around Soho incognito these days, with standard Breton T-shirt and unremarkable trainers, unremarkable beard, unremarkable life story, I look on at these poor fuckers rushing round in a trance, chasing after that story they’re telling themselves about their own importance, and all the fermented Korean egg burgers and the weird ninja Nikes just seem like the carrots and the sticks of the Slaves of London, busy polishing a pyramid-sized turd.










The Lute Bloke



I take comfort in the fact that just like us, loads of dreamers and oddballs have washed up down here like flotsam on life’s great adventure over the years. There’s quite a tradition of it. One of my favourite stories was of Carolyn Cassidy, the muse in On The Road, Dean Moriarty’s wife who ran off with Jack Kerouac for a bit, ending her days as a white-haired old lady in a caravan in Camber Sands down the way, not far from Paul McCartney’s windmill in Rye.


The person who maybe epitomises this the best, though, was the beggar bloke dressed entirely in medieval clothes, curly-pointed jester’s shoes, a coat of many colours, the lot, who used to busk on a lute, doing medieval ballads by the little flint church in the Old Town … people just got used to him being there, and everyone was fond of the harmless eccentric medieval bloke who did ‘Greensleeves’ by the old church for spare change … and then one day he died, and someone spotted in the Times’ obituary column that he had in fact been the house guitarist for Sun Records and had played on ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ and half the classic early rock’n’roll records by Elvis, Eddie Cochrane, Jerry Lee Lewis and Johnny Cash. Whatever had happened to him after that, no one really knew, but he ended up as a homeless medieval man in jester’s shoes busking with a lute on the streets of a random, raggy seaside resort on a forgotten stretch of the South Coast of England. It all makes perfect sense to me. You’d know what I mean if you lived here.
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I can summon spirits from the vasty deep …


Aleister Crowley (quoting Prospero)





[image: A cartoon depicts a figure completely covered in a hooded, oversized, knee-length full-sleeved dress with a star in place of the face. The figure’s arms are outstretched wide while the feet are together.]










The America Ground



It’s different down here. A bit strange even. Just as it lies at the ends of England geographically, it’s also at the edges of our society and the margins of our culture, the place where little England meets the big blue beyond, which has always made it a site of eccentricity, colour and romance …


In an out-the-way corner of Funky Town Centre, down some gloomy gaslit steps fit for Victorian murder, you find yourself in a huddled knot of half-boarded-up streets peppered with guitar shops, health food co-operatives, rickety artists’ studios – all those colourful signs of life on the margins, that fragile flower that flourishes in the unkempt undergrowth, which quickly wilts in the glare of money, gentrification, prefers the stranger, shadier corners, the shadowy half-light from the second-hand lampshades of those dingy rooms …


Our wine bar was in this little neighbourhood, ‘The America Ground’, which started life as a shanty town outside the jurisdiction of Hastings proper, a no-man’s-land full of tinkers, navvies, ropemakers, squatters living in shacks made of scrap metal and driftwood and upturned boats. During the American Revolution, when the Corporation of Hastings tried to incorporate the settlement so it could levy ground rent and taxes, the people revolted, raised a star-spangled banner and declared themselves the 24th state. Every time the authorities turned up they were stoned and shot at and sent on their way. After ten or fifteen years of this, King George’s troops eventually marched in and flattened the place. Developers then built elegant classical terraces on top of the rubble. All the ground rent went to the Crown. Plus ça change.


By the time we turned up, the area had long since degenerated back into a shit hole, and among the army surplus shops, boarded-up windows and graffitied shutters, you could still feel some echo of that old spirit sticking two fingers up from its no-man’s-land. I liked it round there a lot.


I found out later that our house, our whole pretty little terrace made of flint pebbles rather than bricks, had been moved from the America Ground and re-assembled pebble by pebble in St Leonards when the King’s men started demolishing the place. The building we slept in could once well have been on the same ground as the building where we made martinis in our waking hours a mile away, like in my recurring anxiety dream where I’d wake up in the morning late for work and open my eyes to racks of wine and the shuttered shop windows at the foot of my bed. I often had the strange feeling I was living in a place that was being dreamt.










As If By Magic



He walked into the bar, my jaunty friend with his white satyr’s goatee and pointy elfin features, simultaneously old and young, wise and playful. He’s into magic this bloke, to what depths I couldn’t say, but I’ve always known him as Gary the Wizard. When he was little my son was convinced he could disappear like the coins he used to make materialise from behind the boy’s ear. There’s this strange, mischievous and, well, magical charge around him: a certain glint in his eyes, something nimble and bright, a general feeling he knows something you don’t, in his Harris Tweeds and trilby, his brown Northamptonshire brogues and impeccable lemon socks, his philosophically raised eyebrow and his rabbinical little ‘such is life’ hand gestures …


So one day Gary walks into the bar holding something under his arm. ‘Michael, dear boy, I’m having a bit of a spring clean, getting rid of some old books – I picked this one up and I immediately thought of you – what do you reckon?’ he asked, pulling a weighty black book from the tatty Harrod’s carrier bag under his arm like a rabbit from a hat. I could hardly believe what I was seeing. Believe it or not (I’m not bothered either way), I’d fallen asleep thinking about the very same book, obsessively, the night before: the same front cover of the same obscure, out-of-print edition of Israel Regardie’s The Golden Dawn, a kind of do-it-yourself manual of the magical rites of this secretive order, known affectionately by occultists as the Black Brick.


I’m trying to be matter-of-fact rather than flowery and poetic here: this particular book suddenly appearing out of thin air, and then being handed over to me by Gary the Wizard, the morning after I’d fallen asleep visualising it and thinking how much I wanted it, it had the unmistakable air of magic about it, an occult augury, a small miracle that resonated and rang through my mind as unmistakably as a bell.


The Black Brick, appearing from nowhere on request. It was so deliciously bizarre. I knew this book from many years ago, I used to spend time leafing through it in the occult bookshop on Cecil Court in Theatreland – it had captured my imagination, so to speak, but I never got round to buying it, and then after a while I forgot all about it, and hadn’t thought about it again for years – until the night before, in fact … I’d been talking with a friend about Aleister Crowley, who died in a brooding gothic boarding house here called Netherwood (you couldn’t make it up), which segued into a conversation about the Golden Dawn, where he first learned the art of magic, and it sent me off down a Google rabbit hole when I got home, at the end of which I found a PDF of this book in front of me now … I pored over the Hebrew incantations and sigils etched onto ceremonial daggers and it all came back to me … and as I drifted off to sleep later that night, the image of that Black Brick from years before welled up from somewhere deep in my obscure memories, and lingered hypnotically in my mind’s eye, impressing itself so vividly, it was all I could think about as I fell asleep, I need to get this book. I’m ready for it. I need to get hold of a copy of this book … going round and round in the same mesmerising circle as I drifted off …


And now, here in my shop in broad daylight the next day, the physical manifestation of this psychic object appeared out of thin air from a paper bag and was handed over to me by my enigmatic wizardy friend who used to be a morris dancer with the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band. I flicked through the dog-eared pages of this lofty tome, esoteric diagrams of pentagrams and hexagrams, divine and diabolical names in strange angelic writing, archaic forms of Hebrew inscribed on wands carved from almond wood, swords whose hilts were guarded with crescent moons, Seals of Solomon summoned from dreamland on its old and yellowing pages, and I couldn’t quite believe the universe had conspired to





[image: A paragraph of handwritten text describing the power of Anael and Haniel as guiding forces, surrounded by the names Anael, Haniel, Sagun and various sigils, and ancient inscriptions.]


drop this book into my lap in the waking world from the other side …


‘25 quid?’ he said.


‘Let’s say 20.’


‘Deal!’ He smiled, shaking my hand.


Since that day, I have attempted to start reading this book several times, fully expecting a roadmap to revelation, enlightenment, an awakening into some deeper, more magical consciousness. Every time I open it I invariably hit a brick wall, and a feeling of foolishness, finding it impenetrable, pompous, and often absurd. But that’s not really the point. It still sits on my cluttered bookshelf, a reminder of something I don’t understand – a talisman, the tip of an inconceivable iceberg of meaning poking into our flatlands from a higher dimension, a deeper order we only catch in confused glimpses, fragments of a wholeness that is not ours to understand.


A colleague of Neils Bohr, one of the founding fathers of modern physics, went to visit him at his home once, and was surprised to find a horseshoe hanging above the front door: ‘You don’t believe in all that rubbish do you?’ he said … ‘Just because you don’t believe in it, it doesn’t mean it doesn’t work,’ Bohr replied. Thus sits my wizards’ tome, winking from the shelf below the telly, where most afternoons me and the bairn like to watch Scooby-Doo or the Ghostbusters skirting the ineffable.
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