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We were all folkies, you know, folk singers, and I don’t suppose any of us had ever been able to envisage a life as a threadbare suited clerk waiting in a back alley garret office above the dampened flagstones for the city clock to chime five. Instead we’d clung on to the music.


We’d known each other for years, on and off, but had been drawn back together by the Northern Sky Folk Club, which was, in reality, nothing more than a raggle-taggle band of like-minded artisans who didn’t want their music processed by some faceless corporation and defended the right to wear trousers that didn’t really fit. We’d no truck with being told how jeans should hang this season, any more than we’d be dictated to by the music industry, style magazines and radio goons about what we should be listening to. The funny thing was that we finished up dictating to them.


Well, that’s a bit of an over-statement as there would be no more than a few hundred people who’d ever heard of any of us when it was all over. For a time, though, it did seem possible that some of us, and one in particular, would make our mark. To be honest, I was surprised that anyone was interested at all, although in a way there was something inevitable about it. The sense of disillusionment with manufactured pop was bound to lead people back to more earthy roots music with a bit of history and tradition to it. Not that it was all about old stuff. It’s not a dead music, not a museum piece, and yet the best folk tunes do appear to have been exhumed rather than written last week.


There were six of us: Freddie, Mo, Lane, Matt, Jeannie and Ed. That’s me. Ed Beckinsale. I’d moved back to town after having been sacked from a campus university in the North Country for refusing to follow departmental guidelines on syllabus. The idea that in this day and age men could come to blows over the number of lectures that should be devoted to Spenser’s Faerie Queene is little short of incredible, especially in a seat of learning. And yet didn’t Christopher Marlowe get killed in a brawl in a boozer? So I can’t say I regretted socking Professor Bede Raynsford by the stainless steel shelving that had held clingfilm-smothered, inadequately filled sandwiches since the late nineteen fifties. He had it coming and I was glad to be the delivery boy, although a senior lecturer called Mark Lambert, one of the few members of staff I’d actually call a friend, had separated us after no more than a token exchange of blows.


I didn’t bother to attend the hearing before the vice-chancellor. Instead I left a note with the English department secretary, an unfeasibly large matriarch in crushed velvet called Bernice, informing them that I wished my case to be considered in absentia and to send their findings on to my mother’s address.


And that was it. No leaving ‘do’ with limp vol-au-vents containing indeterminate fillings and bottles of Chardon-nay served at room temperature. No back slapping from bumbling dons with leather elbow patches, money belts and Cornish pastie shoes, puffing on pipes like minor characters from Kingsley Amis. No presentation of a briefcase, carriage clock or stirrup cup bought with the proceeds of a collection, seventy-five per cent of which was contributed, under the stern tin rattling of Bernice, by fellow staff who had never spoken to me. So at least I was spared those particular indignities, and for the first time in years I was free. Free to do what at that point it wasn’t easy to say, but free none the less.


I never made a conscious decision to go home, it just kind of happened. I suppose it was simply that there was nowhere else I could go. I phoned my mum to let her know I was coming back to stay for a while and of course she was thrilled. Since my dad had died, the days had seemed that bit longer to her, the evenings that bit darker, the silences that bit deeper. I knew how she felt. My social life had been generally full of the buzz and whirr of a low-ranking campus university where younger members of staff, wrongly, considered themselves indistinguishable from the students and hung around the union bar seeking to impress pretty female undergraduates with their wealth of experience. It’s probably fair to say that I had impressed the odd one but rarely enough to warrant a night-cap back at my rooms, and even more rarely enough to warrant a tussle under the duvet. Most nights ended with a half-hearted strum of the guitar, a contemplative Armagnac and the suspicion that life was drifting by without notable achievements.


It was much harder for Mum, of course. She’d stayed on in the house they’d shared, and in which my brother Jack and I had grown up. Thirty-seven Wordsworth Avenue was an unremarkable semi on an unremarkable estate where the unremarkable streets were named after remarkable men. Across the bottom of Wordsworth Avenue ran Keats Avenue, which in turn led to Coleridge Close and Shelley Drive. Byron, for some reason, was reduced to being a stubby cul-de-sac of charmless dormer-bungalows tagged on almost as an afterthought just round the dog-leg of Coleridge. Far be it from me to try and get inside the dead head of a romantic poet but you would have thought that George Gordon Lord Byron would have felt severely insulted. A cul-de-sac! The indignity of it.


That my old mate Maurice Pepper still lived on Byron Crescent was a certainty. And not only because I’d phoned him before coming home to make sure there’d be at least someone I could go for a pint with whilst I pondered what to do with the rest of my life. That Mo still lived in the same house was a certainty because he was conceivably the most bone idle waster ever to drag himself to the dole office. Since leaving the University of East Anglia with a first class degree in Classics, he’d chosen to reject his adolescent devotion to Homer in favour of a thus far longer standing devotion to idleness. Except for practising the guitar, of course, but then we’d all done that. On reflection, perhaps Mo Pepper wasn’t the ideal sounding board for my ponderings on the future, as he had little discernible future of his own. Or so we thought.


When I put my hand on the familiar decay of the once green gate of 37 Wordsworth Avenue and pushed, it was as if I was sixteen again, coming in from school. The gate, dangling even more precariously than I’d remembered from the corroding hinges that my DIY-allergic father somehow never got round to looking at, scraped once more, creating the tell-tale grind that let her know I’d arrived. The dim glow of the hall light spread into the gloaming, revealing the stout, beaming presence of my mum, in all her knitwear glory.


‘Edward Beckinsale, look at the state of you! Come here and give your old Mum a hug and let’s get you inside and sorted out.’


That’s the great thing about mums and coming home. You need sorting out, otherwise you wouldn’t be back. They know you need sorting out or you wouldn’t be back. You know they can’t sort you out any more and they know you know that, but there’s still the illusion that they can. That they will. And whilst you haven’t got the heart to tell them they won’t, you’ve got even less heart to admit it to yourself.


‘Edward, what are we going to do with you?’ she said. ‘Your father was so proud of you. Twenty-five years old and a lecherer at a university polytechnical college. And you had to pack it all in.’


‘I didn’t actually pack it in, Mum. They more or less packed me in, you know.’


‘Yes, but only after you’d walloped your boss, that nice Professor Rainsmoor.’


‘Raynsford, Mum, Bede Raynsford.’


‘That’s the chap. A real gent. Lovely soft hands.’


My mum reckoned she could tell a lot about a man from his hands. My dad had spent years cutting and bruising his on a butcher’s block, so anyone with soft hands was a cut above in her book. Certainly Bede Raynsford had had a privileged upbringing and knew a thing or two about manners. What was also certain was that he had no greater regard for, or interest in, my mother when they met than he had for the poor soul who had to clean the private lavatory in which he spent hours perusing the Times Literary Supplement.


‘Bede Raynsford was not a real gent, Mum. Bede Raynsford was a bully and a snob who needed bringing down a peg or two.’


‘Oh, and of course the great Edward Beckinsale had to be the one to do it. Your father would be ashamed of you. He was a big man, a strong man and yet he never had a fight. And he never would have dreamed that his precious lad, who’d not only gone to college but got a job there, would have been chucked out for brawling. He hated violence, your dad. He’d feel so let down right now, he’d have taken you out in the yard and given you a good hiding.’


I knew this to be untrue.


‘He wouldn’t, Mum. He’d have taken me out to the Fox and Barrel and bought me a pint of Black Sheep. He’d have said, “You did right, son. Stand up for what you believe in. Don’t let the buggers get to you. I’m proud of you, Eddie boy.”’


‘Like bollocks, he would,’ she said mischievously.


‘Mum! Bollocks? That’s not a word that mums are allowed to use.’


‘Not while your father was around maybe, but it’s me who’s got to knock some sense into you now. Let me see your hands.’


‘Oh, Mum, come on. I’m not a schoolboy any more. You’re not going to tell me to wash my hands before tea ever again.’


‘I don’t want to see if your hands are clean. I just want to see what state they’re in generally. Your dad never wanted to see you with rough hands. He wanted you to have hands like Professor Raynsbrook.’


‘He never met Bede Rayns-bloody-ford,’ I said exasperatedly.


‘Language, Edward!’


‘You’re the one who just said bollocks, Mother. And if Dad had ever had the misfortune to meet the blessed Bede he’d have taken me to one side and said, “Watch out for that wiley old fox, son. He’s a bad ’un.”’


‘Well, let me see your hands anyway. I want to check you’ve still got college hands and not tradesman’s. Come on, let’s be having with you.’


I knew resistance was futile. My mother’s obsession with the extremities of the arm was too deeply grounded to be shaken now. I placed my open palms at her disposal whilst she ran her starchy fingers over and under like an ageing manicurist, fretting at the discovery of every callus.


‘Your hands are in a mess, Eddie Beckinsale. Tomorrow I’ll get you a pumice stone. You’ve been wasting too much time with that bloody guitar as usual.’


Whether the time spent refining my guitar technique was wasted or not was debatable. It’s true that I had spent more hours than was probably healthy alone, hunched over my beloved Martin Grand Ole Opry, but I was striving to be as good as I could be. Ever since I’d been an adolescent, and most of my school mates had been into chart music, or prog-rock or most commonly heavy metal, I’d lost my heart to singer-songwriters like Ralph McTell, Bert Jansch, Richard Thompson, John Martyn, Nick Drake especially, and I wanted to be able to do what they did. The way they could hold an audience with just a song and a voice and a finger-picked guitar transfixed me. It was as impressive in its own quiet way as seeing a comedian make people laugh with nothing but a microphone and a few choice observations.


I was under no illusions that I’d ever be in the same league as my heroes, not least because, though I could hold a harmony, I would never be a proper singer, and Mo was already a far better player and songwriter. But surely the hours spent with knitted brow over the fretboard couldn’t be said to be wasted, could they? Admittedly I’d earned very little money from music over the years but all musicians hang on to the remote possibility that that could change at any moment. That discovery lurks around the next corner. Taking a pumice stone to my hardened fingers, therefore, didn’t seem like a priority.


‘Mum, I do not want a pumice stone. And that bloody guitar is a Martin spruce top Grand Ole Opry Limited Edition from 1966. That bloody guitar is worth about three thousand pounds.’


She tutted. ‘Well, that bloody guitar cost more than your dad put down on this house, which is bloody stupid. So what did you have in mind to do to earn some money so you won’t have to sell that bloody guitar to feed yourself?’


A good question, and one I’d been pondering. I didn’t have an answer yet but what was certain was that, without anything else in my life, music was going to have to fill a big part of it, and that meant getting back into Northern Sky at some point.


‘Well, I thought I might try and earn at least some of my income by playing that bloody guitar.’


‘Well, bloody hell. Now I know you’re puddled.’


‘Mum, stop swearing,’ I said. ‘When I used to swear you used to say you were going to wash my mouth out with soap and water. I’ll make the same idle threat to you if you’re not careful.’


‘Aye, you’re right, son. It’s just that you get me all worked up and since your dad died I don’t have to mind my language. He thought a lady should speak like a lady, and seeing as he treated me like a lady it always seemed fair enough. Now there’s no one to care about how I speak, so I just enjoy cursing when I want to. Any road, don’t mind me. You play your guitar if you want to. Now get the sodding Baileys out and we’ll have a little drinky before bed.’


She didn’t say sodding really. I made that bit up. But we did have a Baileys. And then we did go to bed. And the following day I did get round to Mo’s.
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Twenty-four Byron Crescent was not in any intrinsic way a more offensive structure than its neighbours; it’s just that its occupants had worked hard to make it like that. In contrast to my dad, Mo’s father, Arnold Pepper, was a DIY fanatic who’d removed whatever limited dignity that dormer bungalow ever possessed. Tyrolean shutters, giant mutant butterflies clinging to the pallid brickwork, charmless carport of rusting pole and Perspex, wishing well with wrought iron winding apparatus; think of any unpleasant adornment for the family home and Arnold had botched it.


Maybe it was his parents’ obsessive dedication to the desecration of a perfectly good dormer bungalow, if that’s not a contradiction in itself, that had made Mo turn out the way he had. It was almost as if his utter disregard for the way he looked was a direct rebellion against what his mum and dad called ‘home improvements’.


I rang the front doorbell. The theme tune from Born Free echoed around the lemon woodchip of the interior hall. Nothing happened for a while but then that was only to be expected. Arnold would be at the exhaust centre, Miriam would have several hundred school dinners ready to microwave, and Mo would be hauling himself out of bed to see who had interrupted Trisha.


Eventually his familiar figure appeared behind the frosted glass, moving with no great urgency down the inspirally carpeted hall. However, anyone assuming that his shambling gait and diminutive stature were tricks of the light refracted through the distorting glass would have been disarmed of this notion when he opened the door.


He was a gnomish individual, standing about five feet four inches in his stocking feet. Which is a peculiar way of saying he was a short arse with socks on. His hair of corkscrew curls was shoulder length, although this was not immediately apparent as it was held in a limp ponytail with what I believe is called a scrunchy. His clothes were shapeless and baggy, in the gardening and not high fashion sense, and didn’t appear to touch his body anywhere except the outer reaches of his beer gut. An appendage of impressive size for a little bloke. His grizzly stubble and pillow-creased cheeks gave testament to the fact that here was a man who had not started the day on a treadmill.


He was the same age as me, although at that moment he could quite easily have passed for fifty. In fact he appeared strangely middle-aged, even on our first day at grammar school. Amidst the lanky, athletic, shiny-haired hordes this slumped, shapeless, baggy figure appeared, somehow, to be a kindred spirit. If I regarded the tall lads, like Lane Fox, as being effortlessly cool and myself, unrealistically, as moderately cool, then here was someone who was emphatically uncool. Perhaps I was just looking for someone who would be even less likely than me to be picked for the football team but when, whilst whispering at the back of assembly, he started enthusing about the new Christy Moore album, our friendship was sealed.


‘All right, Eds? Cup o’tea?’ he drawled, expressing not the slightest surprise at my turning up unannounced for the first time in nearly eighteen months.


Now I come to think about it, aside from my call the week before we hadn’t had any kind of contact in that year and a half at all. I’d probably phoned once or twice but hung up during the eternity it took him to get to the phone. We could have written, I suppose, but … well, we’re blokes.


‘Yeah, go on then, if it’s not too much trouble, Mo.’


‘You know me, Edwardo, nothing too much trouble as long as you’re not in a hurry.’


‘I’m not in a hurry any more, Mo. Take as long as you like. I’m going nowhere.’


‘Join the club,’ said Mo, proceeding to the kitchen at a speed normally associated with sullen teenagers or pensioners with zimmer frames.


Inside, the house hadn’t changed at all. Ruche blinds hung in every window in ever more fantastical lace and satin cumulus formations. Glass-topped occasional tables with gilded legs competed for floor place with a hostess trolley and white leather three-piece suite with wooden arm rests. Horse brasses hung in elaborate display between batons randomly nailed to the wall and then stained with dark chestnut Cuprinol to supposed Tudor effect. An effect not assisted by the swirling Artex. Miriam Pepper was conceivably the only woman left in the entire world who considered spare toilet rolls less offensive if covered by a crocheted doll. They even had a wall-mounted tea caddy.


Mo filled the kettle and put it on the stove to boil. The celebrated tea caddy was pushed three times to send the PG Tips into the Portmeirion teapot. This impressive bout of potentially exhausting activity over with, we dragged chrome-legged stools up to the breakfast bar and hoisted our behinds on to the black vinyl seats.


‘So how come you’re back, then, Professor Beckinsale? Your mum told my mum you were doing really well up there.’


I laughed. ‘Oh, come on, Mo, everyone’s mum tells everyone else’s mum that they’re doing really well.’


‘Mine doesn’t.’


‘No, well, perhaps that’s because you trudge up and down the same streets everyone else’s mum lives on, looking like a binman who’s given up on himself. You really are the scruffiest creature I’ve ever met, Mo, and that’s after spending two years teaching at a seventies campus university that attracted every scruffy git in the British Isles.’


‘I’ll take that as a compliment then. So why’d you jack it all in?’


I could have tried to explain but didn’t feel like going through the whole sorry affair again.


‘Oh, you know, usual thing. Intellectual tensions and mindless violence.’


Mo shook his head.


‘You don’t change, do you, Ed? Remember that time Freddie had the audacity to suggest that he thought Nick Drake was overrated? What was it he said – “Drake was a middle-class tosser wallowing in self-pity”? You went for him like a bloody panther. If me and Lane hadn’t pulled you off I think you’d have done him real damage.’


‘I know. I just can’t seem to help it and I hate that about myself, you know. Always have done. I hate violence and yet it keeps hiding round corners and jumping out on me.’


‘I don’t get it really, Ed, because ninety-nine per cent of the time you wouldn’t hurt a fly and then … wham … someone’s tipped you over the edge. Next time you feel like that, do me a favour and give me the nod so I can finish my pint and get out of the pub. Or try and imagine how your precious Nick Drake would have reacted to similar provocation.’


‘Probably by increasing his medication, moving into a blacked out bedsit in Belsize Park and not coming out for three years. Not really an option, is it? Better just to have a scrap and have done with it.’


But Mo wasn’t having any of this.


‘Fine as long as you don’t mind being barred from every boozer within a five mile radius and every folk club in England. It’s only because violence is so rare in folk circles that the rest of them are too shocked or too pissed to give you the kicking you really deserve. You wouldn’t try it on if you were on the biker scene. Actually you’re that daft when the mood takes you, you probably would. But it’s got to stop, Ed. You’re my mate and all that but I’m not dealing with the moron you turn into after ten pints of Gravedigger’s. You can start a row in an empty room when you’re like that, which on the folk circuit gives you plenty of opportunity.’


He was right and I knew it. It depressed the hell out of me that most of the time I was a sensitive soul: widely read, substantially qualified, good on the guitar, part-time beat poet, competent if unremarkable singer, affable drinking buddy, and yet it could all go wrong in the downing of a fateful half. I hated myself for it but had never managed to control it. This time, though, I was determined. I’d have to be. Every time I’d achieved something, gained recognition or acceptance in any small way, I’d blown it by lashing out. Even to my everlasting shame inadvertently slapping Jeannie during that fight over the honour of Nick Drake with Freddie. I hadn’t meant to hit her, of course, her very minor injury being a bit of what you might call ‘collateral damage’, but when you’re ‘fired’ upon it’s not much consolation to know that it’s ‘friendly’. Particularly when it’s been unleashed by your boyfriend.


Which naturally enough, immediately after that incident, I wasn’t. If my dad had seen me at that moment hitting a woman; drunkenly, unwittingly, but hitting a woman none the less, he’d have been too disgusted even to punch me. There hadn’t been a lot of these incidents, perhaps half a dozen or so. I’m not a violent man. It’s just that at key moments I’ve lost control and blown it. Bede Raynsford, Freddie Jameson, Mr Mortimer when he kept me in after physics the night I had a ticket for Fairport Convention and, most lamentably, Jeannie McBride.


‘Mo, I’m really not going to let that happen ever again. I was such an idiot. Those were good times at Northern Sky and I’d do anything to have things back the way they were. Singing, drinking and going home to fumble with Jeannie on the couch. Halcyon days, mate. How are things down at the club? You still doing a regular spot?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘And is Jerry Snow still running it?’


‘Well, kind of, but Matt O’Malley’s been muscling in there and trying to take over a bit. You know what he’s like.’


I certainly did. We’d known Matt for years as he had once lived on Keats Avenue until his dad’s stationery business took off, at which point the family moved to a detached house on Riverside Drive. Though loosely a friend of ours, he was the kind of bloke who couldn’t resist trying to take charge of whatever situation he found himself in. The magical moment Mo and I became best mates as we discovered our shared love of folk during ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ on the first day of term had been curtailed by the policing of Matt O’Malley, who’d been installed as class prefect, despite the fact that Mo and I had been unaware that there’d been an election. Matt was an annoyingly effortless all-rounder at school. Brilliant at English, he had won the reading prize a record-breaking three consecutive years. The record still stands. He was also irritatingly good at sport and was not only house captain but also skipper of both the first eleven football and cricket teams. As if that wasn’t enough, he was moderately good looking, in a clean cut, public schoolboy sort of way, even though we were at state grammar, and was accordingly the first of us to have a proper girlfriend. Even if it was Kimberley Medcalf, who was, as popular opinion had it at the time, frigid.


Naturally, then, Matt was also the first of us to get a guitar and so it came as a welcome surprise to find that he was useless on it. We all worked pretty hard to master the rudiments of chord shapes and finger picking, those who could afford it from teachers, the rest of us from books, and it became apparent at an early stage that Matt O’Malley was rotten. And the best thing was that it annoyed the hell out of him. He’d been so used to being the best that he just couldn’t accept that when it came to the guitar he was way behind. He did perform occasionally and once memorably brought three Taylor guitars set to different tunings on which to perform three songs. He stumbled through Tim Hardin’s ‘Reason to Believe’, a passable version of Dylan’s ‘Don’t Think Twice It’s All Right’, and finished off with one of his own deathly compositions: ‘Days of Yesteryear’. Four grand’s worth of craftsman-built guitars to sound, at best, competent.


Of course, he continued to succeed in other ways. The local newspaper took him on as a part-time copytaker and cub reporter as a Saturday job which paid him thirty quid a week when the rest of us still had paper rounds. A year or so’s wages bought him his first Taylor, a 310, which was by far and away the best guitar any of us had ever seen. It was a peach of an instrument and in the right hands would have sounded stunning. Unfortunately, it was only in the right hands on the rare occasions Matt condescended to let Mo have a go. Deciding that being a musician was not his natural calling, although ironically I think it was the only thing he really wanted to be, Matt breezed through a journalism and creative writing degree course at Warwick. Returning home with the anticipated first, he waited for the inevitable call from a national newspaper to head south and take up his rightful place as a political leader writer with a sideline doing music reviews for the Sunday supplements. Sadly for Matt, though I’m ashamed to say not without a certain satisfaction to his close so-called friends, the call never came and so it was with a sense of slumming it that he returned to the local paper where he’d started out. Eventually he would write something for a national newspaper, though not under the circumstances he’d imagined, but he never lost the belief that he was somehow better than the rest of us. And that must have been why Matt had thrown himself into running the folk club with Jerry. He was certainly never going to be a major player as a performer.


I wasn’t sure how he’d react to seeing me again, as he’d managed to work himself into a frenzy over the Nick Drake showdown, but at least Mo was still playing.


‘Typical O’Malley. But you’re still going down all right when you do a set, are you?’


‘Yeah, I do all right. It’s a good crack and there’s still some of the old crowd down there. Lane stills plays from time to time, you know.’


‘Really?’ I was intrigued despite myself, as I would have thought the fantastic Mr Fox, the coolest bloke we knew, would have moved on to bigger and better things by now. ‘Hollywood hasn’t called then?’


‘No, he’s still strutting around, dipping into the old trust fund, and him and O’Malley seem pretty close these days. He’s no competition though. In fact I think I’ve got a bit better recently and it might be something to do with this. Follow me.’


Putting down our Andrew and Fergie mugs, we left the kitchen and headed for Mo’s bedroom, in all its aromatic glory. A hearty push of the bedroom door revealed the anticipated aftermath of a small yet destructive whirlwind. The floor and the single bed he’d slept in since his cot was removed at the age of three were strewn with socks, t-shirts, full ashtrays, Spitfire bottles, a copy of Guitarist magazine, a copy of Razzle magazine, a rancid bowl of chilli and other objects, or possibly lifeforms, in advanced states of disarray and conceivably decay. If the scene could have been transported to the Tate Modern, Charles Saatchi would have bought it on the spot.


Mo lurched unsteadily onward, pausing to kick a Marlboro packet out of his path, and flung open the cupboard door with as theatrical a flourish as he could be bothered to manage.


‘Da-da! Whaddya think, Beckinsale? Look at that and weep!’


I was initially grateful that I hadn’t copped either an eyeful of soiled y-fronts or a nostril full of ripeness, but gratitude gave way to wonder and genuine admiration.


‘Bloody hell, Mo. You finally got yourself a decent guitar. All those years on your Eko Ranger Six, not that it stopped you showing the rest of us up, but all those years struggling with that plank and now this. She’s a beauty. A Fylde, eh? Nice one.’


‘Not just any old Fylde, Edwardo. A Fylde Gordon Giltrap Signature spruce top with ebony fingerboard and Florentine cutaway, that’s all.’


I couldn’t take my eyes off it.


‘Gorgeous, Mo. Gorgeous. How much?’


‘Two thousand notes,’ Mo said proudly.


‘Jesus, Mo. Where’d you get two thousand pounds from?’


‘Ah, you know. Saved some from gigs, got five hundred when my gran died, put a bit by from jobseeker’s allowance.’


‘Yes, bit of a misnomer in your case, “jobseeker’s allowance”, Mo, but what a guitar. So why’s it in the wardrobe?’


‘Well, I haven’t actually admitted to Mum that I’ve blown the equivalent of one sixth of Dad’s annual salary on a guitar.’


‘Yeah, but don’t they hear you playing it?’


‘Of course, but they don’t know it’s a top of the range model. They wouldn’t know the difference between a two thousand quid guitar and a junk shop model that cost a tenner.’


‘But won’t your mum cotton on when she sees it? Doesn’t she go in your wardrobe?’


‘Would you, Ed?’


He had a point.


‘So go on then, give us a blast.’


‘Aye, fair enough. I’ve been writing some new stuff, as it happens, so you can be the first person to hear it and can tell me it’s crap.’


Mo picked up the guitar lovingly, and clearing a bum-sized space on the bed, sat down cradling it across his knee. He began to play, finger picking in a minor key. I hadn’t seen him play for a while and so it came as a shock to rediscover how brilliant he was. How stubby little hands like those with fingers like undercooked chipolatas could produce such a delicate, rippling sound was a mystery. Then he started to sing and, if his guitar playing was a mystery, his voice was nothing short of a miracle. Higher pitched than you’d expect from his gruff speaking voice, it was as pure as it was unexpected. Close your eyes and you’d think you were in the same room as an angel. Open them again and you were with a gnarled goblin wearing shapeless jogging pants in a less than fragrant back bedroom.


He sang two songs. One was Ralph McTell’s ‘Barges’, a perennial favourite of ours, and the other was a new song he’d written. It was called ‘Summer’s End’ and was about two people who’d had summer jobs on a seaside fairground going their separate ways at the end of the season. It was astonishingly good. Mo had always written songs and he’d come up with several crackers, but nothing as good as this before. I felt a bit embarrassed being an audience of one, but also honoured to have heard it first. I remember thinking at the time that it would be a tragedy if hundreds, thousands, no, millions of people didn’t get to hear it. Of course, in the end thousands did. But for now there was just me.


‘Mo, that is … I just don’t know what to say.’


‘Look, if it’s rotten just tell me, Eddie. I can handle it. Might not believe you, like. After all, who gives a toss what you think? So go on, hit me.’


‘Mo, it’s fantastic. It’s a work of genius. It’s the best thing you’ve ever done. You have got to get it heard.’


‘Yeah? Do you really think so? You’re not winding me up, are you?’


‘Mo, honestly, it’s brilliant. Have you got any more?’


‘About a dozen or so. I’ve been sitting in this sodding bedroom day in day out for nigh on three years now writing songs, and planning the running order for my first album. Which of course I’ll probably never make, but inside my head I’m already outselling David Gray.’


‘So you haven’t played them to a real, live, whites of their eyes crowd yet?’ I couldn’t believe it.


‘No. I was thinking of giving them a run out at the club on Friday night. Fancy it? You could even get up and do a spot yourself.’


I had to admit it sounded tempting, but I knew it would be a bit too soon for that.


‘Oh, I don’t know about that, Mo. I haven’t been playing that much. Fingers have got a bit stiff. Strings on the Martin a bit rusty. You know how it is.’


‘Not really. Playing the guitar is about the only constructive thing I’ve done since leaving UEA. So forget playing and just come down anyway.’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m not sure I’m exactly welcome down there. Major bloody Champion did bar me, remember?’


‘Jimmy Champion’s not the landlord any more, Ed. It’s Sally Fisher. You know, used to have the Dun Cow. Good old girl, she is. No baggage there. And Freddie Jameson isn’t going to stick one on you. That night’s water under the bridge, mate. And I don’t even know if Jeannie’s going to be there. She’s not as regular as she was before … well, you know. In any case, you can’t avoid her for ever. So come on, what do you reckon? Friday night. Lane’s doing a set. It’ll be like it was before you went away. The old crew back together again. Go on, you know you want to really.’


‘I don’t know, Mo. I’ll think about it.’





3


Trudging those familiar lanes with the air dampening as the river drew closer, I attempted to fool myself into believing that I hadn’t yet decided whether to go into the folk club or not. As if I could stay away. Without it I was rootless.


We’d first managed to sneak into Northern Sky when we were still a couple of years shy of a legal pint and I remembered that evening so clearly. The expedition had been planned by Matt, because he was in his element when he was planning things, and Lane Fox, who was the only one we were confident would get served at the bar.


Choosing what to wear had been the first challenge to overcome because dressing to blend in with an older crowd is a trick very few adolescent males can pull off, in contrast to their female counterparts, who seem to be able to do it easily. What we didn’t know was that the dress code for an evening of traditional song and ale is that anything goes as long as it doesn’t look like you’ve thought about it for more than thirty seconds. Folk clubs are probably the only clubs where ‘smart casual’ is actively frowned upon. Freddie, Matt and I went for the safest possible option of our scruffiest jumpers and jeans with, despite our protestations to our respective mothers, ironed-in creases. Mo, demonstrating his own sartorial idiosyncrasy even at that age, wore a garish Fair Isle waistcoat and bright red flares with purple patch pockets. Lane, with his tattered denims, black moleskin jacket and steam-pressed hair, looked like he’d been frequenting nights like this his whole life. How we envied him for that.


Getting into the club proved surprisingly simple as the door policy at Northern Sky in those days was one of benign neglect. Jerry Snow had long since given up sitting at a rickety table at the entrance because this kept him away from the bar for too long. Wandering in, we scuttled to the table furthest from the bar, clinging for comfort to the shadows in the alcove, whilst Lane harnessed all his youthful swagger and poise to get a round in.


Once my underage drinker’s nerves had begun to float away on a second pint of mild, I began to take in the scene around me. The smell in particular is one I’ll never forget: a mix of spilt beer, heavy shag, damp wool, river mist and slowly rotting timber. It was a smell that would come to be as comforting over the years as the peculiar smell of home or a decent bacon butty.


The singers that night weren’t established names, but local amateurs closing their eyes as they lost themselves in the music, taking turns to sing and joining in with each other’s choruses. I’d never experienced anything like it. They were all individuals and yet with a strong collective spirit to bind them together. Sitting in loose circles in the half-light of that old boat-house, they were secure and adrift in their own world and we knew we had to be a part of it. And how much I wanted to be part of it again now.


The Rising Sun was a gothic, red brick building with mullioned windows and solid oak doors on the banks of the river, about three miles along the towpath from the bottom of Shelley Drive. Miraculously, though it was located in a ‘highly desirable residential area’, it had never become a family theme pub. Mercifully, the Sun had remained that rarest of things, a good, solid traditional boozer: one where you could get decent beer, a perfectly acceptable steak and kidney pie, where you take your mum on Mother’s Day for lunch and return later the same day for a session with your mates.


That it had survived pretty much intact was principally down to the recently departed former landlord, Major James Champion. We really owed him a huge debt of gratitude because he had not only fought off numerous developers and brewery big cheeses, but had also allowed the Northern Sky Folk Club to run from the boat-house at the end of the beer garden for more than twenty-five years, not of course out of a sense of altruism but because it doubled his bar takings. He ran a tidy boozer, as I imagine he once ran a tidy battalion, and had never really left army life behind, which was why he insisted on being called Major. I’m always suspicious of people who have to be known by a title long after they’ve left the job that bestowed the title on them in the first place. Matt O’Malley, a man desperate for status, had been made captain of Borrowdale House at school but I don’t think even he expected to keep the title for life. In retrospect, I can see that this was not a topic of discussion likely to be warmly embraced by a retired major waiting to close his pub and go to bed. Especially from a be-stubbled college lecturer slurring after his eighth pint of Jennings. In all honesty, I think I’d have barred me as well. Of course, I could still sneak into the folk club direct from the riverbank but I was persona non grata in the snug and lounge bars. However, Major James Champion had not managed to keep control of his arteries which had, demonstrating a dereliction of duty which would have astounded their owner, completely furred up and mutinied. Shortly after he’d pulled his last pint.


His unexpected departure left a power vacuum at the Sun and it had been a nervous time not only for the folk fraternity but also for the regulars, who wondered if this meant the end of their local as they knew it. The appointment of Sally Fisher was therefore greeted with widespread relief. Sally was a woman in her mid-fifties with a fearsome head of peroxide hair welded into a style that was known as a pageboy when she’d first adopted it in the late seventies. She was known to us all as the benevolent landlady of the Dun Cow on Ashburton Street who’d happily served us since we were fifteen. I’m not condoning under-age drinking, you understand. On second thoughts, I probably am, but it was reassuring to have a publican in charge of the Sun who would let the folk club carry on its long and fine tradition and expected to be greeted with no higher title than ‘love’.


The boat-house was a long narrow black and white wooden structure with a veranda running down each side. At the far end was a rickety staircase leading down to the waters of the River Arn. For as long as anyone could remember this building had been home to the Northern Sky Folk Club. The exact date was a matter of some discussion. It had certainly been up and running when Major Jim took over the licence in 1978, and there were those who maintained there’d been evenings of traditional song going on there as far back as the sixties. It was widely rumoured that Simon and Garfunkel had appeared there before they even had a record deal and when Paul Simon’s hair still covered his head, but there was no official record. Sun elders remember men in jumpers carrying pewter tankards disappearing into the boat-house as far back as 1969, although it can’t have been called Northern Sky back then because the Nick Drake song of the same name wasn’t released until 1970. But certainly it was one of the established folk clubs on the circuit and had seen the likes of Bert Jansch, Martin Carthy, Lindisfarne, and Donovan pass through down the years.


I took a deep breath, pushed the familiar brass handles of the double doors and re-entered the boat-house for the first time in quite a while. The familiar smell was as immediately nostalgic as an old family photograph and, despite my agitation, it was good to be back.


The room was packed. The tables in shady nooks, even the remote recess we’d twitchily occupied as schoolboys, were all taken, as were most of the woodworm-infested pews and ladder-back chairs that cluttered the main floor area. Evidently the club was going through one of its periodic boom times. These had come and gone in the past and were hard to explain or predict, although they did seem to coincide with pop music hitting a dead end again. The sound of endless remixes and cover versions spewing from tin-pot radio stations certainly seemed to convince people that there had to be more to musical life than this. And generally, if they could be bothered, they found that there was.


There was no sign of Mo which, in truth, was not in the least bit surprising. He was always easily the shortest male in the room, even at the Christmas party for the members’ kids. Tonight he’d be extra difficult to find because he was performing and didn’t like to chat much before he sang. I don’t think it was saving his voice or anything precious like that. He just liked to focus on his set. Perhaps that was part of the reason he was so good. Well, that and the fact that all he’d have had to focus on for the rest of the day was the toilet bowl as he attempted not to dribble on the tufted pedestal mat placed there by his mum.


So I wasn’t really expecting to find Mo, but all the same it put me in an even more jumpy mood as I knew he was in my corner. After what had happened last time I wasn’t so sure who else would be.


‘Well, well. If it isn’t the Ricky Hatton of the folk world. Left the boxing gloves at home tonight, have we?’


There was no mistaking a voice like that. Somewhere in the depths beyond bass, it was reassuring and yet at the same time caused such low rumblings in the abdomen that an instant enema seemed a distinct possibility. Jerry Snow was in his late fifties and had been an active member of the club for more than twenty years. A dextrous, though infrequent, concertina player and a huge bear of a man, he had a head like an off-duty Santa Claus and a body to match. He was the owner of truly the most vile collection of shirts I’d ever seen. Where those extra, extra large silk blouses in a range of psychedelic swirls were bought from I have no idea but wherever it was it should have been closed down by environmental health. A genuine folk fanatic, he had an encyclopaedic knowledge of traditional songs and, alarmingly for a brute of his dimensions, dances. His enthusiasm and dogged determination had kept the club going through its darkest days, when attendances of a dozen or so like-minded souls were commonplace and, without the Snowman, it’s eminently feasible that Northern Sky would have clouded over completely.


‘Hello, Jerry. Yes, I guess I deserve that. Come on then, let’s get it all over with. Is my membership still revoked or what?’


‘Dear boy, of course not. Everyone makes mistakes, though I must say I’ve never cuffed my own girlfriend in full view of the old gang. An accidental cuff but a cuff all the same, you young rapscallion. Next time you want to get at the ladyfriend, buy her something from one of my shops. I’ve got crap in there that even Gerald Ratner would wince at.’


Jerry was the owner of a small chain of jeweller’s and was what you might safely call affluent, not that you’d have any indication of this from the state of his appearance.


‘So I’m forgiven then?’


‘Well, in the words of Nick Lowe: “What’s so funny ’bout peace, love and understanding?” Mind you, it’s not me who needs to forgive, is it? Now come along and let’s have a drink. I do believe it’s your round.’


‘Yes, Jerry, I do believe it is.’


Whether it was or it wasn’t, it seemed churlish to contradict him under the circumstances.


I scanned the pumps to check out the guest beers and, spotting that they had Speckled Hen on, pulled a tenner from my pocket and shouted in the direction of the second barmaid, who was at the till with her back to us.


‘Two Speckled Hen over here when you’re ready, please, love!’


The effect of my voice brought a more immediate reaction than I could ever have dared hope, but not in quite the way intended. The barmaid froze for a moment before looking up at the ceiling and then slamming the till drawer shut with a startling crash. She spun round and faced me. It was only then that I recognised her. It was Maria McBride, Jeannie’s sister. In the words of those most lyrical of punk poets, the Buzzcocks: ‘Oh, Shit’!


‘Well, look what the cat sicked up. Ed Beckinsale. Flyweight tosspot of the world.’


‘Hello, Maria. You’re looking good.’


‘Do you think for one minute that I care about how I look to you?’


‘Probably not but, look, I’m really, really sorry about what happened. I just lost control and it will never happen again. I promise.’


‘You’re dead right there, Lennox Lewis, because you’ll never be on your own with her again. She hardly ever comes in here, thanks to you, and you know how much she used to love this place. God knows, Ed, it’s been hard enough for her to live a normal life as it is and this was one of the few places she felt at home. But you screwed all that up for her, didn’t you, bully boy?’


There wasn’t a thing she’d said that wasn’t true and fair and so it was fortuitous that Sally Fisher chose that moment to intervene.
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