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PROLOGUE

HARD OUT HERE (FOR A BITCH)

December 1988, the Smash Hits office, London’s ‘swinging’ Carnaby Street. Tapering plumes of cigarette smoke circle overhead as electric typewriters clatter and ping. Inner City’s techno-house hymnal ‘Good Life’ wiggles out from the record player, where the lone human being in charge of correctly identifying the Song Lyrics – Readers’ Services marshal Sue Miles – is deciphering just how many ‘good life … good life … good life … good life!’s beam from its vinyl grooves. Perched at his desk, rat-tat-tatting with two index fingers, there’s the shaggy-haired form of writer Tom Hibbert, snout dangling from his permanently amused lips as the man he dubbed ‘Uncle Disgusting’ (shambling patron of the Record & Tape Exchange in nearby Soho) hawks hessian postal sacks of promotional CDs out the door, newly exchanged for several hundred pounds by the merrily enterprising staff.

It’s the last month of the year Smash Hits reaches its biggest-ever sales peak of one million copies a fortnight; when pop’s Big Four – Kylie, Jason, Rick Astley and Bros – rule over a wonkily diverse pop landscape featuring Enya, Guns N’ Roses, Big Fun, Deacon Blue, Phil Collins, Brother Beyond (forever known to us as ‘The ’Yond’), the dawn of dance music’s oncoming dominance (D Mob’s yodelsome rave-up palaver ‘We Call It Acieed’) and the irksome bleatings of dreary Irish croonster Chris de Burgh (or Chris de Bleeurgh, to give him his full title).

I’m in the glass-fronted side room we call Review Nook; now the senior staff writer, aged twenty-three, sporting a fluorescent orange and green checked nylon frock, lime green leggings and black Doc Martens, a ponytailed ‘spout’ of hair bouncing out of a bob where a fringe would normally be. This is where ‘the phoners’ happen (pop stars on the blower), a tiny office with a desktop cassette recorder attached to a phone, where a centre-spread poster of Kylie Minogue has been Blu-Tacked to the wall and captioned, inevitably, ‘Actual Size’. Today the ones on the blower are Rob and Fab out of Milli Vanilli, the hunky, hapless, hair-braided German synth-pop duo whose Greatest Hit, ‘Girl You Know It’s True’, has not long boogied in its ‘undertrousers’ all the way to number three in the UK hit parade. (The linguistically disadvantaged pair – rumbled in years to come as models pretending to sing, which mattered not one iota to us – always described their no doubt fragrant boxer shorts as ‘undertrousers’).

Today’s interviewing task is the Smash Hits Personal File, our dossier-type Q&A specialising in completely stupid questions (say, ‘Have you ever grown parsnips in a gumboot?’ – as a means of unearthing suburban posho tendencies) or very simple questions as a ruse for anecdotal larks. Everyone, no matter their cultural ‘importance’, is treated identically, whether Bono or Big Fun. On this day, in fairness to the ‘Nilli’s heroically enthusiastic struggles with the English tongue, only simple questions will do …

What’s your favourite vegetable?

ROB: Ananas.

Um … you mean bananas?

ROB: Er … pineapple …

Um …?

ROB: Oh, that’s a fruit!

FAB: Mice.

Mice!?

FAB: … I love mice. The yellow things, you know? Oh, corn! Corn on the cob!

What’s the worst haircut you’ve ever had?

FAB: A bowler head. Er … bald, you know? Yes, I had the bald head because I thought maybe that would be attractive but then I lost out – no girls!

On they trooped, Rob gamely describing the shame of his childhood bicycle because it was his big sister’s and therefore had ‘big banana saddles’, Fab confessing he liked biology best at school but only the sex education class, where he was always ‘having the laughs at the back, and the teacher would have to stop for the laughings!’

Quite why this caused me such amusement at the time, and does to this day, remains as mysterious as the subjective power of mirth itself, but by the time it was over I was stumbling, cackling, out of Review Nook clutching a C60 cassette tape brimful of the absurd, affectionate silliness Smash Hits had come to be defined by. Only now, decades on, do I realise the bigger buffoon was me: pineapples are known as ‘ananas’ everywhere in the world except Britain, while Rob’s love for ‘mice’ was American-styled ‘maize’. A naively jocular exchange like this, nonetheless, was always a win-win situation: the journalists provided japes for the readers (the ‘viewers’ as they’d come to be known), the viewers responded by beaming ever more affection on their amusing heroes and millions of copies of both magazine and pop singles were duly sold. It seemed like we all liked each other. Well, apart from Jon Bon Jovi.

What there never was, certainly, was any cynical, mean, ulterior agenda whatsoever.

April 2014, alone in the living room of my council estate flat in north London. Lily Allen is on the blower, the nation’s sometime favourite pop antagonist on comeback promotional duty four years on from announcing her musical ‘retirement’ to become a young mum living in her dream home in the country. It’s hard to tell who is having the more horrible time.

The all-pervasive media was now a treacherous domain, Lily’s reappearance as a public figure greeted with persistent attacks across the internet by bloggers, Twitter trolls, cross-media columnists and the mocking commentators to be found, as she’d always so winningly put it, in ‘the bottom half of the internet’. She was, condemned these voices, ‘racist’ for casting predominantly black women in her twerking arse-quake send-up video for ‘Hard Out Here (For A Bitch)’, and ‘anti-feminist’ for wishing the word ‘feminism’ didn’t have to exist anymore (in a truly equal world, she’d noted, it wouldn’t). There’d been a damaging ‘churnalism’ incident after she’d bemoaned the media’s tendency to credit male music producers with female artists’ success (in the case of, say, Mark Ronson’s production of Amy Winehouse’s Back To Black). Describing this editorial chestnut as ‘the man behind the woman piece’, it was then twisted into an assertion that Lily Allen herself believed there always was a man-behind-the-woman while some interpreted her phrase as ‘the man behind the womanpiece’. (Womanpiece? Nice thought, The Sisterhood.)

I wondered how she felt about this clatteringly bumpy re-entry, which had been met with incident after incident …

‘D’you know what? I have no idea,’ interrupted a clearly irked voice. ‘I haven’t looked at emails, I’m getting on a plane to New York, there’s been a cornflake incident at breakfast with one of my babies, but that’s all …’

There followed a crispy conversation with the then twenty-eight-year-old erstwhile Best Pop Star In Britain who felt ‘betrayed by my own sex’, who grimly described how ‘people have their own agendas, that’s the business we’re in these days’, how magazines needed ‘scoops’, editors needed ‘promotion’ and bloggers were deliberately twisting her intentions ‘to make themselves look clever’.

This was not the Lily Allen I’d first met eight years earlier in 2006: then a fearless, twenty-one-year-old agitator in tracksuit and ponytail, circled by pizza boxes and ashtrays, describing her errant sixteen-year-old self like some middle-aged bum down the bookies. She’d smoke weed all day in bed while watching Channel 4 Racing and reading The Racing Post. ‘I smoked a quarter of hash a day, pretty much, from sixteen to nineteen,’ she announced, with a sheepish guffaw. ‘Terrible! I had loads of money ’cos I’d had a record deal that came to a standstill and I took them to court, so I had this bank account full of cash. And all my dealers knew about it so I didn’t even have to go to the bank, they’d come over and I’d write cheques. Dreadful! This was at my mum’s and at one point she wouldn’t have me there anymore so I moved in with my Godfather [original punk hero Joe Strummer from The Clash]. But they were away a lot so I had the run of this big house. To myself. And lots of mates. And a wine cellar …’ Today, there’s not a fledgling pop star alive who would confess to such unrepentant rock ’n’ roll high jinks knowing the tabloids would destroy the joy of their youthful recollections in a matter of global nanoseconds.

Back on the blower in 2014, our conversation deteriorated further. I’d come that day with Glamour magazine’s ‘agenda’ (to my mind the harmless girlie agenda), to explore her world of marriage, kids, fashion and ‘body issues’, the latter still a cultural obsession which Lily herself had pointedly addressed in the ‘Hard Out Here’ video with scenes of her having liposuction in hospital as an industry executive watches on.

‘Sorry, Sylvia, I just don’t want to talk about these body issues anymore,’ she now decided when the subject inevitably arose (she’d recently lost several stone). ‘It’s something I’ve covered so much and it’s boring. The more we talk about it the more it becomes an issue.’

That week she’d posted online (to her then 613,873 Instagram followers and 4.8 million Twitter followers) a beautiful photo of herself in a bikini, from the back, a shot technically known as a ‘bum selfie’. Why do that?

‘It’s because it’s an In-N-Out Burger bikini,’ she replied of the US restaurant chain now with a curious sideline in swimwear. ‘Oh, just no comment on that, I can’t be bothered anymore …’

We slugged on wearily through tabloid fame (‘it’s all negative now, it’s very seldom celebratory’), social media (‘it made me what I am but it definitely brings out the worst in people’), the escalating poison of the trolls (‘the trolling has definitely gotten more so in recent years’), and the permanently negative judgements of women on other women (‘well, I felt that from you two minutes ago about my bum selfie, we’re all guilty’). The woman the Pet Shop Boys described to me in 2013 as a ‘true maverick’ confirmed she compromised her music for radio plays, and allowed her ‘more saccharine’ songs to be picked as singles by her label: ‘When “computer says yes”, according to the market research department at Warner Brothers.’

The still financially plummeting music industry, she noted, like so many creative industries, had long been populated by anxious, desk-clinging yes-men-and-women in a universally ‘risk averse’ culture, a principal reason why unpredictable mavericks, as she had certainly once been, were neither sought nor encouraged, never mind signed. ‘Well, the simple answer to it, Sylvia, is if people paid for music instead of stealing it we’d be in a position where we wouldn’t have to rely on market research,’ she observed. ‘And people would go with their gut instincts instead of being scared of losing their job. People find it very hard to get jobs and keep jobs in this day and age.’ Furthermore, the most outspoken pop star in Britain would, from now on, be censoring herself. ‘I’m gonna have to button it,’ she declared, disastrously. ‘People are just determined. And they make me look a tit.’

How did we get here, then, from there? From journalists as sparring partners to The Stars, to smiling assassins intent on ruining lives? From absurd comedy capers to cynical clickbait sensation? From the countless creative freedoms of the once dominant music and style magazines to the singular agenda of ‘mean journalism’ in a merciless showbiz media? From a win-win situation to a lose-lose? From a world of ‘bowler heads’ to a planet-sized twerkathon of ‘bum selfies’? A world where – as a protest song about fruit shortages in Brazil once had it – ‘Yes! We have no ananas, today’. And, for those who weren’t yet born in the eighties, or the nineties, what did those creative freedoms look, feel and sound like anyway?

This book is my search for the answers and my personal story from there to here. Why I had to run away with the circus. Why I believed so righteously in The Revolution. How I sought The Truth About Everything from, of all people, a pouting procession of rock ’n’ roll degenerates who I somehow believed could tell me the meaning of life. How technology (and The Man) changed music, magazines and the global media forever. How I became institutionalised along the way. And how mingling with musicians has meant, most of the time, you are definitely not with the band.

It’s a three-decade survivor’s tale from childhood trauma to Child of John Peel to comedy banter with the mighty musical giants. A scenic search for elusive human happiness through music, magazines, silly jokes, stupid shoes, useless blokes, hopeless homes, booze, drugs, love, loss, A&E, disillusion, and hope – while trying to make Prince laugh, startle Beyoncé, cheer Eminem up, annoy Madonna, drink with Shaun Ryder and finish off Westlife forever (with varying degrees of success). It’s a cautionary tale which makes Ed Sheeran, today, feel sorry for me. And charts the unforeseen fate of the music mags, how they all began inching, and are still inching, towards the jaws of the deadly Dumper as music journalism slides, obsolete, into history.

But before we spring onto what Smash Hits used to call ‘rock’s lost highway’, I’ve snuck back into Review Nook and called myself up on the blower – finally finding out how it feels to chart the contours of your undulating life not only with a total stranger, but one, like me, with an indecipherable Caledonian whinny. My very own Smash Hits Personal File, it turned out, wasn’t always a rollicking wheeze. Even if it did, as it happens, feature a pair of ‘undertrousers’ flying up a tree …
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1

PERSONAL FILE

FULL NAME:

Sylvia Anne Patterson.

DATE OF BIRTH:

8 March 1965. Same day as Gary Numan, Douglas Hurd MP, Cyd Charisse and Richard out of Living In A Box (a cardboard box).

BORN:

Perth, Scotland, on my big sister Jackie’s fourth birthday, with no skin. Apparently. I was literally raw, some kind of rare condition. The only way I was able to lie in the incubator in any comfort, until I was six months old and finally grew some skin, was to have egg-white basted all over my body. So for the first six months of life I was an uncooked meringue. I also had scarred lungs, was constantly bronchial and, succumbing to double pneumonia aged eight, was once hours away from death.

An introspective, dreamy, bookish child, I was so shy that, come 8 March, whenever anybody said ‘Happy birthday’ I’d go knock-kneed, blurt ‘Happy birthday!’ back and hide behind the other, considerably more outgoing birthday girl. I had a ‘thin skin’ alright. And many years later, James Dean Bradfield from the Manic Street Preachers would look at me, exasperated, as I sat blubbing in a pub over the fate of Richey Edwards once again and announce conclusively: ‘You’ve yet to develop a second skin … you’re worse than Richey!’

FIRST MEMORY:

Drowning in 1969, aged four. There were five of us kids by 1969: Jackie, eight; Liz, eighteen; Ronnie, twenty (born with Down’s syndrome, he was the gentlest soul I have ever known); and boisterous, black-haired Billy, twenty-one. On a family outing by the River Tay, I wobbled off for a poke at some pebbles, toddled into the river and disappeared. Jackie saw me reappear, face down, ‘like a dead frog’ and, shocked into silence, signalled over to Billy who dived in, a Player’s No. 6 fag still wedged in his mouth, and emerged with me in his arms. Like a scene from It’s a Wonderful Life, they saved me.

The psychologists say your first vivid memory creates the ‘blueprint’ for your lifelong worldview, and to this day, in my mind’s eye, I see underwater bubbles clearing away to the vision of a handsome dude with ink-black hair, crooked No. 6 hanging limply from his lips, staggering through a rural idyll with a child in his arms, looking all heroic. So perhaps I was destined to be drowning forever. Or to be ‘saved’ by someone, or something, possibly rock ’n’ roll itself. All of which suggests I was comprehensively doomed from the outset. Or, at the very least, destined to become A Massive Goth.

FIRST MUSIC LOVED:

Abba. Elton. The Eagles. High-camp seventies disco. By 1977, Saturday Night Fever ruled, shimmering under the global glitter ball, captivating me and my best mate since age five, Ali (Alison), who lived yards away round the corner, as robust a redhead as I was a weedy blonde. Every Saturday we skipped to John Travolta dancing lessons in a local town hall, where thirty of us would cock a hip, splay a hand and point to the sky, like a woman’s man, no time to talk.

There were ‘four of us’ best mates from around age five. Alongside Ali strolled Evelyn and Jill – and in various combinations, into adolescence, we’d set off all the wind-up toys in the Co-op department store (mostly Ali), trawl the local funfairs ogling the Waltzer-spinning gypsy hunks (alright, that was just me) and throughout our school years smoke single fags purchased from the ice cream van parked outside the school gates while laughing like demented donkeys at nothing, forever (all of us).

HAVE YOU EVER GROWN PARSNIPS IN A GUMBOOT?

Never, but me and Ali used to throw our knickers up a tree for a laugh, a game we invented age ten called, bluntly, ‘Knicker Up’. In my back garden there was a 30-foot birch tree with tantalisingly angled branches, into which we’d throw a pair of our navy blue gym knickers hoping they’d catch on a gnarly twig. For however long it took we’d attempt to unpeg the pendulous undertrousers (‘breeks’, to we Scots) from the lofty branch by wielding a six-foot wooden clothes pole. And if a particularly stubborn pair refused to come undone, we’d launch the clothes pole straight at the breeks and run in the opposite direction before the pole plummeted down upon our heads like a murderously mis-tossed caber. We really did make our own fun in them days. Once, during a game of rounders, Ali almost knocked out all my teeth while using a clothes pole for a bat, violently swinging it back straight into my face. No wonder I was always in bed ‘with a temperature’.

DID YOUR DAD POTTER AROUND A SHED LIKE PROPER DADS DO?

A lot. Especially when whittling wooden ‘swords’ for the Scottish country dancing lessons I took in the City Hall, aged eleven, which he painted a glam-rock seventies silver. Born in 1919, he’d been a Japanese prisoner of war, in Burma, in captivity for three and a half years of World War II, one of the men who worked on the Burma Death Railway, those ghostly spectres we see in devastating documentaries on the plight of the Japanese POWs, the men who built the bridge on the River Kwai, starved and broken beings with bodies like white papered skeletons. A six-foot, raven-haired, strikingly Egyptian-eyed twenty-six-year-old when he went to war, he returned to Scotland a shell, temporarily blind and close to death from cholera, beri beri and dysentery. In hospital, my sixteen-year-old mum nursed him back to life; the two then married in 1947, three children arriving within four years. Ronnie, the middle child, couldn’t walk for years, his Down’s undiagnosed until the age of seven (Mum carried him on her hip). He had two great pleasures in life: Top Of The Pops and shunting Curly Wurlys up the sleeve of his V-necked jumper in a bid to hide them from his sweetie-pilfering wee sisters (and Ali).

Like most World War II veterans, Dad rarely talked about The War, though we knew a few diabolical facts: how the prisoners would encourage each other to eat the maggoty rice in their mess tins because ‘it’s your passport back to Blighty’; how he and his Dutch cell-mate (and soon friend) would teach each other their languages to pass the time until the Dutchman, for no given reason, had his head blown off by a warder in front of Dad (occasionally, only after a few whiskies, a stream of affectionate, incomprehensible Dutch phrases would suddenly tumble forth). Dad’s post-war ambition was to find as much stability as possible, becoming an insurance accountant for the General Accident in Perth. He never complained (he never complained about anything) but I always imagined he loathed it, a man who should’ve been uncaged, a gamekeeper maybe, free in the countryside, surrounded by dogs and fresh air.

When Mum, now a psychiatric nurse, was on night duty and asleep during the day, we’d both go home for lunch (from primary school and the GA) to his lone speciality, ‘cheese ’n’ egg soufflé’, an egg broken over two slices of cheese in a tea plate, whisked with a fork and grilled.

Dad loved music and the house shook of a Saturday night to the carousing perkiness of accordion-wielding Jimmy Shand, the melodious lilt of Sydney Devine, the dramatic soaring of Welsh operatic tenor Stuart Burrows, the bossa nova swings of easy listening crooner Engelbert Humperdinck (who Dad dubbed ‘Inglehump Dinglebert’, which made him wheeze with laughter) and his favourite, The Man In Black, original country ’n’ western outlaw Johnny Cash. He’d also play, brilliantly, the upright piano he’d inherited from his concert pianist Auntie Rose.

He took me to join Perth Library aged seven – which profoundly changed my life – and taught me the rules of snooker aged ten, Pot Black now a televisual staple after its introductory purpose: to showcase colour TV in 1969, a ruse invented by then BBC2 controller David Attenborough. Snooker became ‘our thing’, a sport which would soothingly envelop me like the folds of a cashmere blanket through the turmoil of the distant future.

Dad was a gentle, funny, musical, handsome, canyon-deep soul who called me his ‘wee pal’. Until I grew up, of course, and music (and bad attitude) took over. He once charged, furiously, into my bedroom to confiscate the silver Panasonic double cassette player/radio he’d bought me for my fourteenth birthday with the words, ‘That’s it, I’m taking your best friend!’ Worse, with music came boys, soon snogging insurrectionary hobos on the doorstep, at the sight of which he’d brandish his clay pigeon shooting rifle and threaten to blast them back ‘from whence ye came!’ (Not that he’d ever use it: he used to threaten me ’n’ Jackie, when giggling into the night in the room we temporarily shared, with a weapon housed in the cupboard under the stairs, ‘the green carpet beater’, a threat he found even funnier than we did.) One boyfriend in ’82, fanatical Elvis Costello scholar John McKeand (something of a revolutionary spirit, forever pondering running off to join anti-fascist militiamen in Nicaragua or the like), let it be known he didn’t believe in God. ‘What do you believe in then?’ Dad wanted to know, rifle in hand. ‘Communism!’ blurted John, before darting off down the path.

HAVE YOU EVER KEPT A DIARY?

For two weeks, aged fourteen, during one seemingly important era in 1980 when I went to a mod revival club called St Albans every Friday night (vastly underage, wearing a four-inch miniskirt) and was obsessed with a boy called Neil. He was in a band called (yes!) ST[image: image]B and continually made me ‘seek’ (sick, as in permanently romantically deflated). Here are those diary entries in full, with no indication whatsoever a professional wordsmith would someday emerge:

January 18th, 1980. Got hair cut short. It’s quite nice but I found out later Neil liked it better the other way (seek). Went to St. Albs at night. Was good.

January 27th, 1980. Went down to see the ST[image: image]B. They were crap. Neil hardly spoke to me at all – seek.

February 2nd, 1980. Went out with Neil for the very first time. Went to see The Life Of Brian. It was crap. In the pictures Neil never even put his arm round me. Later we went to Smartie’s house. They never even tried anything there. Left my bag at his house – seek. Got in at quarter to 1.

February 9th, 1980. Went out with Neil to see Scum. It was really good. Neil once more never tried a thing. Got carry out and went to Neil’s house. Watched darts final and snooker final. Am now going out with Neil. He tried it on tonight, so he’s not as innocent as I thought. He didn’t get very far though. Got in at quarter to 1.

February 16th, 1980. Was meant to meet Neil but he stood me up. Was totally seek.

Not much of a book there, eh viewers?

WERE YOU ONE OF THOSE GEEKS AT SCHOOL WHO WAS RUBBISH AT SPORTS?

I was good at the long jump, being tall. Everything else was stuffing fags down the bra for the rigours of compulsory cross-country running. Our school was average; though named Perth Grammar School it was an ordinary comprehensive, situated across from one of the town’s sketchiest council estates. The Four of Us (and new pals) were always top-ish of the class and to most of the teachers enormous pains in the arse. Aged fifteen we made the new, delicate, female chemistry teacher, aged twenty-three, cry by putting gloves on our feet and laughing like donkeys, once again. I failed my Chemistry ‘O’ level. And Physics ‘O’ level. And was kicked out the maths class, any further attendance deemed ‘pointless’.

FIRST RECORD BOUGHT:

‘Three Times A Lady’ by The Commodores, aged thirteen, a seven-inch single played on Jackie’s seventies Dansette record player up to twenty-five times in a row, its brooding piano and Disney cymbal-splash fade-out promising some mythical figure, in the future, who would surely love me forever. Who I could truly adore. I was a monumental sap. I like to think merely prone to romantic reverie but my friends thought differently, ever snorting at my initials which spelled out and indeed still do spell out the word SAP.

I’d discovered Radio Luxembourg, listening under the bobbly pea-green candlewick bedspread, where I fell in love with Elton John’s portentously atmospheric ‘Song For Guy’, believing the central lyric ‘life isn’t everything’ to be ‘life is a terrible thing’ (a Massive Goth now clearly on the way). Here, The Eagles also crooned on, inspiring a lifelong urge to bawl ‘Hotel California’ and ‘Lyin’ Eyes’ alongside ‘Your Song’ and ‘Candle In The Wind’ at the drop of the first three pints of cider.

Me and Ali saw Grease five times at ‘the pictures’ and I was a lot more ‘sappy Sandy in her cardy’ at the beginning than ‘skintight hot legs Sandy with the fag’ at the end. But change was a-hurtlin’ down rock’s lost highway and ‘skin tight hot legs Sylv with a fag’ was soon exactly what I’d endeavour to be, forever. In 1979 I simply moved along the radio dial to John Peel’s night-time radio show and – BOOM! – overnight, on the stroke of my fourteenth birthday, became what my mother persistently described as ‘a monster from outer space’. Post-punk had erupted and so had my hair. The Revolution was nigh.

DOES YOUR MOTHER PLAY GOLF?

Mum only had one hobby: knitting intricately patterned Arran cardigans, brilliantly, in a selection of vibrant pastel colours. She could also yodel, make vigorous Scotch broth, championship cheese scones and tooth-withering tablet (a hard-baked Scottish classic made from sugar, condensed milk and gum disease), and once won an award for her exceptional nursing skills. Everything else was fags and booze. She loved her fags. She’d sit in her armchair, elbow on the armrest, smoke twirling up through her bouffant, bottle-blonde hairdo, giving it a tobacco-coloured streak.

She was, like so many in Scotland in the 1970s, an alcoholic. The terrifying kind for whom one drink unleashes an alter ego with no ‘stop’ button, bottles of whisky follow and abusive screaming erupts causing the unpredictable ripple effect of inter-familial trauma. I would worry if there was even a bottle of bronchial balm Benylin in the house (and there usually was, for me) because if she drank a drop, with its tiny alcohol content, she could be triggered into The Hole. When I came home from school and she was standing at the cooker, with her back to the world, I could tell she’d been drinking just from the way she stood, completely motionless, in a loaded silence, staring at a simmering pot she was not really watching. Her eyes (green, just like mine) were fixed instead on a vanishing point maybe a foot beyond it, some kind of inner contempt, an unspoken nuclear sarcasm emanating outwards like a throbbing infrared glow in the blackness of her mood. She would turn around, in slow motion, as I backed off, fear rising, and look at me with those glassy green eyes and a watery, false smile. ‘Hello,’ she’d say, clipped, detached, and turn back to the unwatched pot. At these moments I was convinced she hated me. And ever since, at some point, I’ve been convinced anybody who ever loved me has hated me too.

In bed at 8 p.m., aged ten, I’d listen to her primal howls, screams of abuse at my beloved dad and the demonic parroting of her psychiatric patients’ incomprehensible babblings. She had, the doctors eventually evaluated, both ‘a high IQ’ and ‘psychopathic tendencies’. Aged eleven she’d send me out for whisky to the corner shop at the bottom of our road – Handy Sides it was fittingly called – with a note and some cash, saying it was alright, this wasn’t for the child before the shopkeeper’s eyes, but for ‘Mrs Patterson at No. 49’ whom everybody knew. And when she didn’t send me, she sent my brother Ronnie instead.

Christmas was the worst, the now-extended family nervously navigating the meal she’d taken hours to cook, wondering what would happen when the whisky arrived. Presents were smashed against walls. Her best friend and drinking buddy (‘the enabler’, we’d call her today) was always there, ‘Auntie Maggie’ (no relation) – who laughed like Shane McGowan – ‘ssscksckckskck!’, who Jackie once discovered lying at the top of the stairs ‘looking like police chalk had been drawn around her’. Once, ever willing to help, she boiled a can of Heinz Sponge Pudding so dry in its pot it dramatically exploded, the once-treacly content, now turned to coal, embedding itself in the ceiling. This turned out to be our funniest Christmas moment, ever.

At sixteen, seventeen, I stayed out as much as I could afford to, never wanting to go home, too scared to go home, to the shouting and the fear and the sadness. I sought parties everywhere, anywhere, too wasted sometimes to make it home anyway. At worst, post-club, I’d slope to a local park, the South Inch, choose a park bench under cover by the bowling green and sleep ’til the sun came up, in my Sisters Of Mercy T-shirt, bullet belt and long-collapsed mohican. After one such all-night stop-out, my distraught dad, on opening the front door and seeing a wasted vagrant on his doorstep, said ‘You’re just like her’ and slapped me across the face. I didn’t blame him: it was my biggest fear too.

As a righteous fifteen-year-old revolutionary I once asked Dad why he didn’t just leave her. ‘Ma wee pal,’ he said, as we sat on the tartan-blanketed couch. ‘You don’t know the woman I married.’ I knew some of it: she didn’t drink continuously, had a job she loved and was great at, a methodical working mother forever sticking thermometers into the mouth of her sickly youngest daughter and taking care of the calloused feet of her handicapped son. Through the early to mid-seventies she could be temporarily jolly with a drink, there were regular home parties, and at those times her favourite song, Lynn Anderson’s ‘Rose Garden’, quivered out from the 1970s radiogram (a teak sideboard housing a record player, shaped like a coffin), its bassline thudding up through the bedroom floor.

‘Ah beg yoor parduuuhn … ah nevah promised you a rose gardeh-hen … Along with the sunsheeeiiiine, there’s gotta be a liddle raaiiin sum-taaaaams …’

She was a libertarian in her way, teaching us not to judge the misfortunes of others – ‘there but for the grace of God go I’ – befriending the other town alcoholics, who were ‘more to be pitied’. She’d nursed generations of the alcoholic and mentally ill herself, ‘doctors, judges, no one is exempt’, her mantra a positively Gandhi-esque: ‘I worried about having no shoes until I met the man with no feet.’

The only TV shows she ever loved were the fantastically sentimental This is Your Life and, especially, David Attenborough’s natural history documentaries, which we always watched together, me seated by her tartan-slippered feet, her gazing across my head towards some jungle clearing where our hushful hero framed the fate of the bounding antelope, soon to be savaged by a pouncing cheetah. ‘Oh, you brute!’ she’d yelp. The look of wonder on her face was bewitching to me – serene, smiling, consumed, transfixed, like a child-in-amazement herself – the happiest I’d ever see her.

But when she was drinking, and increasingly so, I was so frightened of her I’d have all-over body seizures alone in bed at night, in my own room by age twelve, turning my body rigid, into armour, listening to the agonised baying of the alien downstairs. Then, in the morning, when nothing was said, we’d simply pretend nothing had ever happened. From the late seventies onwards, there was no social drinking whatsoever, only bottles of whisky behind the permanently closed door of what we called ‘the front room’, we kids having to knock for any hesitant query. Dad drank the same amount she did, yet only became either whimsically melancholy or more ready to burst into song, declaring his consumption necessary as ‘the half she won’t be getting’. I didn’t feel like I ever knew her, not really, a spectrum of opposing personalities housed in two dominant domestic figures; either a detached, busy presence in sobriety or a volatile stranger with a bottle behind a closed door. ‘There’s more facets to her personality,’ the psychedelically descriptive Jackie would say, ‘than a pomegranate.’

I didn’t know how to trust her and I never did. Which has surely, in some ways, caused psychological ruination, forever. Or at least a propensity to over-sensitivity and blubbing for very little reason, say, at the sight of a dutiful bumblebee buzzing round a single bluebell, boggled by the melancholy, fragile beauty of it all. I’d wonder, as a dreamy kid, how anyone found lasting happiness, found the answer to the meaning of it all. Because the reality in front of my eyes, and behind my eyes, didn’t make any sense. I escaped from the emotional chaos into a pathological passion for almost all forms of music and it saved my life. I’ve been a chronic and compulsive reality-escapee ever since.

WHICH MUSICAL ‘TRIBE’ DID YOU BELONG TO?

All of them. 1979: Mod with a bleached blonde crop and enigmatic sixties ‘shades’, a sequinned, sleeveless top borrowed from Jill’s mum and two-tone miniskirt made from old curtains. Me ’n’ Ali danced like gibbons to Secret Affair’s ‘Time For Action’, everything from The Specials, everything from Quadrophenia, especially ‘5:15’ and its now-alarming opening holler, ‘Girls of fifteen! Sexually knowing!’

All week we saved up school dinner money for fags ’n’ booze at The Mod night in St Albans (two halves of cider and ten More menthol fags between us), soon hanging out with nineteen-year-old men, one of whom was called Rimmy, a master of absurdism and punk rock eloquence who protected we ‘schoolies’ from any signs of dodgy dudeness and remains the oldest male friend to The Four of Us to this day. (Whenever we can, we go on holiday together, now a gigantic extended family where we’re usually, as only Rimmy could ever conclude, ‘pished as three owls’.)

1981: Post-punk upstart obsessed with Iggy Pop and dancing like Adam Ant, with an imaginary whip and everything. A new club erupted, The Banana Club, where Joy Division’s ‘Transmission’ was always played, instigating a people-on-people ‘’77 pile up’, endangering fellow revellers with my none-too-dainty bracelet fashioned from an enormous coil of pulling chain pinched from a public loo.

1982: Massive Goth, flapping around dance floors to The Cure’s ‘A Forest’ wearing black canvas tops with buckles up the side and winklepicker shoes. Tribal warfare raged daily in the school common room, Boys vs Girls, the stinky, spotty, limp-haired boys ever-lurching towards the stereo with their hoary old vinyl ‘outings’ by Rush, Hawkwind and hideously perm-haired prog-shriek howlers Led bleedin’ Zeppelin (the worst). Me and my pals stampeded in first, all the better to educate these losers with the stuff that really counted: Killing Joke, Bauhaus, Psychedelic Furs, Aztec Camera and blubsome Esperanto yodellers The Cocteau Twins.

Late 1982: Moody Art-School Dreamer in an ankle-length, grey-reflective Echo And The Bunnymen raincoat. Me and my music-besotted school pals (now including neighbours Claire and her cousin from England, Sandra, a Pretenders devotee of bountiful rock ’n’ roll fringe) were stripped of our Sixth Year right to automatically become school prefects, because we were, apparently, ‘a shifty lot’. It was the first time in the school’s history this demotion had ever happened. We felt more Revolutionary by the day.

1983: Indie Kid Smiths Apostle with vertical hair, a peroxide quiff held in place with wood varnish which only came out when it finally chipped out. Wearing a really very frightening Alien Sex Fiend T-shirt.

HAVE YOU EVER HAD A ‘PROPER’ JOB?

Several. Aged fourteen to eighteen: dishwasher in the Light Bite Café; dishwasher in the local police station (keep your enemies closer, etc.); raspberry/strawberry/gooseberry/potato picker across the fields of Perthshire; server behind the counter in the café at Bells Sports Centre (only in Scotland would a sports centre be sponsored by a whisky). Every penny of these teenage employment traumas was saved for indie/goth concerts across Scotland and beyond, including Leeds Futurama where Killing Joke were headlining. Bussing down with a then-boyfriend (a Glaswegian, gorgeous, brain-free late-teen who was addicted to boot-polish sniffed in a brown paper bag, who I eventually ran away from when the heroin turned up), we slumped overnight in sleeping bags deliberately outside banks, forcing The Straights to step over we gothy bums to gain access to their toils for The Man. The mugs.

HOW DID YOU BECOME A WRITER?

After joining the library I was lost in books (specialising in spookery, from Grimm’s Fairy Tales to Alfred Hitchcock mysteries), became besotted with words and was entered by the school aged fourteen into an essay competition set up by that cradle of rock ’n’ roll filth, Perth Rotary Club. Its theme was ‘My Chosen Career’ and, not really knowing what a journalist was but it sounded like a tantalising life, wrote slapstick buffoonery about sports journalism, including jokes about Ian Botham (despite knowing nothing about cricket) and a sports commentator called ‘Angela Ripoff’. Unfeasibly, I won.

A spark duly ignited and was further fanned by that sadly rare and incalculably important cultural hero, the teacher who inspires and encourages: in my case Mr Jim McLaren, a lanky man with ‘funny’ teeth, perhaps twenty-six, who wore strikingly shiny (and possibly highly flammable) pale blue suits.

In his English class, aged sixteen, we created Perth Grammar School’s very own magazine – PG Snips (a reasonable pun on tea titans PG Tips) – the role of music editor falling to me, soon penning hyperbolic reviews of heroes (more Iggy Pop, Psychedelic Furs, The Jam) while Mr McLaren would veer off curriculum, slipping us notes with lists of essential books (which weren’t the ones we were studying): Catch-22, Of Mice and Men, Nineteen Eighty-Four. He, too, changed my life, further politicising an already obsessive reader of the maverick-minded magazines then dominating UK youth culture: NME, Sounds, Melody Maker, Record Mirror, Smash Hits, The Face, Blitz. Inside these enigmatically esoteric tomes, interviews with the likes of Morrissey, the Gang Of Four and Patti Smith would steer an already burstingly ideological teenage heart to the powerful bounty of historical and contemporary literature, film, art, poetry, fashion, drugs and everything else you needed to know about sticking it to The Man.

So it’s Jim McLaren, Dad, Mum, magazines and John Peel who are getting The Blame for everything.

WHAT POSTERS DID YOU HAVE ON YOUR WALLS?

Hunks. Where hunks to me, by sixteen, were Shane McGowan out of The Pogues, Nik Sex Fiend from ever-present terror-goth demons Alien Sex Fiend and the already dead Ian Curtis out of Joy Division, the band I loved with psychotic devotion, who didn’t so much write songs as build towering sonic obelisks etched with the savage truths of mankind’s ultimate doom. These weren’t snipped-out posters, though, but full features torn mostly from NME and Sounds, often cover stories bearing the images and words from the belligerent minds of the post-punk musical cluster-bomb: Pete Murphy from Bauhaus (cover-line: ‘The Alien Who Fell To Earth’), Adam Ant (the most beautiful man in the world), Police-era Sting (look, he was gorgeous in Quadrophenia, OK?). By the early/mid-eighties there glimmered both Roddy Frame from Aztec Camera (the only man, to this day, to have his photo Blu-Tacked above my pillow, a Sounds cover declaring the words ‘Roddy Frame finds poetry and romance’, wobble!) and Morrissey, whose interviews in The Smiths’ days were as tablets of Moses appearing in utopian dreams, sculpted commandments from a peerless wit, where a riotous thrashing – or, as he would have it, a ‘severe spanking with a wet plimsoll’ – was meted to The Man, the Queen and the carnivores by a celibate, drug-free, teetotal librarian in National Heath spectacles with a bushel hanging out of his breeks. No wonder he called us ‘apostles’. Even if we’re more likely to call ourselves, today, ‘increasingly mortified by the bilious haverings of his clearly unhinged mind’.

NAME ONE SONG WHICH SUMS YOU UP?

Being a reality escapee wasn’t always, necessarily, a bad thing. In summer ’79, a song scorched into the mainstream UK charts like a flare from the midday sun, a coronal mass ejection from France which spoke to me as much as any righteous post-punk posturing ever did or has done to this day: Patrick Hernandez’s disco-insanity belter ‘Born To Be Alive’. Three notes into its head-whirling vim and I am insane, its lyrics a manifesto for life, on never ‘settling down’, on never needing those stable things ‘people need to justify their lives, lives, lives’ (deedle-ee!). Its video, which I never saw at the time, featured a formidably ambitious young dancer from Michigan called Madonna Ciccone whom I would one day, momentarily, appal. From the teenage years onwards I had a single ambition: to live life, as Spinal Tap had it, right up to eleven. It wasn’t even conscious. I was just like that. Life, to me, was euphoric. Maybe because life was also, at core, both intensely volatile and erupting with possibility. By the time I left school in 1983 life itself felt like The Revolution.

And the culture around me agreed.
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I AM THE ONE IN TEN

Turning into a teenager in late seventies/early eighties Britain seared my generation with an indelible attitude, a widespread propensity for shouting ‘up the revolution!’, idealistic freedom fighters forever snapping gum to The Jam’s toff-baiting ‘Eton Rifles’ with two fingers flung in the air. Unlike our sixties/seventies hippy forebears, their heads forever in a massive bong, this was less ‘dropping out’, more ‘barging headlong into the mainstream’, left-field politics and social commentary crackling throughout the mainstream atmosphere via both Top Of The Pops and the weekly charts, both dominated by extreme characters and their irresistible number one songs: Adam And The Ants’ ‘Stand And Deliver’ and ‘Prince Charming’; The Jam’s ‘Going Underground’, ‘Start!’ ‘Town Called Malice’ and ‘Beat Surrender’, while The Specials’ ‘Ghost Town’ also made number one, the wiggly, trumpeting, ska-spook eulogy to the unemployed ‘yoot’ of boarded-up Britain always ‘fighting against themselves’.

The post-punk era, roughly ’78 to ’83, was arguably the most richly dynamic of all musical time, an era defined by a cultural geyser of creative freedom and political indignation – all stoked, crucially, by the incendiary spark of jokes. Where so many of the young in the 1960s seemed to completely miss ‘ver sixties’, this was an all-pervasive pop culture impossible to avoid, a kaleidoscopically diverse landscape of principled utopian politics, planet-storming feminism, individuality against homogenous ‘sheep’, Fatcher-baiting alternative comedians and everyone under twenty-five looking as ludicrous as possible, with dubiously explosive and/or angular hair, especially those fright-wigged New Romantics. This was the era of sedition, dissent and wilful intent to Do The Wrong Thing, as opposed to the eternal mantra from The Man, more dominant today than ever, ‘work hard, play by the rules, do the right thing’. ‘Why should we?’ we’d protest, literally on the streets, and become disobedient bohos living on the dole instead.

The world, ideologically, worked in black and white: Margaret Thatcher was The Devil, socialism ruled, the monarchy did not (even if, er, it did), women in duffel coats and CND badges camped for peace on Greenham Common, the insubordinates’ bibles were Nineteen Eighty-Four and The Female Eunuch while ‘studes’ nationwide Blu-Tacked Che Guevara, Bob Marley and the shot-soldier-with-the-tin-hat ‘WHY?’ posters on their mouldering bedsit walls. From as far back as April ’77 we had Citizen Smith on TV: the beret-sporting, Marxism-spouting urban guerrilla Wolfie shouting ‘power to the people!’ at the helm of the Tooting Popular Front. By ’82 we had his televisual offspring, Rick from The Young Ones, the self-anointed ‘People’s Poet’ in a blazer festooned with down-wiv-Fatcher badges, as played by the now greatly missed Rik Mayall. Diverse eccentrics with defiant attitudes defined the atmosphere – Orange Juice, PiL, Culture Club, The Fall, Bauhaus, Theatre Of Hate, The Cramps, Gang Of Four, Joy Division, Aztec Camera, Elvis Costello, Psychedelic Furs, Echo And The Bunnymen, New Order, Magazine, as ‘indie’ labels – in the increasingly influential likes of Rough Trade, Cherry Red, Postcard, Factory, Mute and 4AD – mushroomed across the UK. Music was about The Revolution. And so was everything else: TV, fashion, books, films … magazines.

And everyone who wasn’t at school was on the dole.

There were no jobs in Fatcher’s Britain, man. Not in Scotland, not in the early eighties, not for school leavers, middle-aged builders, anyone (unless you were in the financial industries, as usual). No wonder UB40 wrote ‘One In Ten’ (number seven in 1981) for the dole-queue-loitering masses. With an A in Sixth Year Studies English (supposedly the equivalent of a first-year university course) I was expected and able to go to university, but I was A Revolutionary, see; a goth in green blusher with a bad attitude, believing students were pretentious twerps who deemed themselves superior to those who were not students, a suspicion doubtless informed by some semi-flambéd Marxist theories gleaned from the likes of the Gang Of Four (who were, ironically, political students themselves), alongside everything else pulsating nightly from the hub of all teenage knowledge, John Peel’s Radio 1 show. I made a grave inner promise: whatever I did with my life, it would be in steadfast avoidance of the suffocating, grown-up ghastliness of ‘mortgages, fridges and pensions’. In the month I was due to leave school, leafing no doubt contemptuously through the local newspapers, I saw an ad for An Actual Job For A Young Person In The UK Print Media.

DC Thomson was, and remains, the only publishing house in Scotland. Founded in 1905, it was an organisation so drowned in archaic ecumenical matters it refused (certainly then) to employ Catholics, an organisation famed as the creators of the epoch-defining tribunes Jackie, The Beano, Oor Wullie, The Broons and mighty pensioner’s bugle The People’s Friend. In early summer 1983 it was seeking a ‘sub-editor’ on one of its magazines. Not a young person’s magazine but the old woman’s magazine Annabel (deadliest rival to The People’s Friend), whose most ubiquitous cover girl was the Queen Mother. No matter. It was a job. On a magazine. And would mean I could leave home immediately.

Dad drove me to the interview where for several hours in a windowless room I was interrogated, Orwellian style, on whether I attended a Protestant church (which of course I did, hem hem). I got the job.

Within weeks I’d left home, to live in a decomposing two-bedroom flat in an alley in central Perth with childhood chums Jill and Ev, sleeping in the same three-quarter-sized bed as Jill, top to tail, commuting thirty miles every day by train to Dundee, the sometime thriving industrial Tayside city famed for its ‘jute, jam and journalism’. But in 1983 it was more, to me, ‘heroin, hobos and humiliating drone-work hell’. The offices of Annabel were housed in a series of red-brick rectangles on the dual carriageway, Kingsway East, a building which looked (and certainly felt) like a maximum security prison.

I was so afraid of The Ed, a squat, balding man in a suit who never smiled, was possibly no more than thirty-seven and seemed Neolithic to me, I nervously chain-smoked rollups all day and chewed gum at the same time, peroxide blonde mohican hastily disguised by flattening down into a middle-parted bowl. To Jill’s persistent exasperation I wore her neutrally coloured high street clothes because I could hardly wear my own: a selection of Alien Sex Fiend T-shirts, studded belts and shredded black drainpipe jeans. I was living a lie and bore an aura of paranoia to prove it, hunched into an ashtray even as I was given my first-ever position of editorial authority, editor of the magazine’s ever-popular real-life feature, ‘Crisis In My Life’. Perhaps it was the ill-disguised gothy tendencies, but this weekly saga of personal woe from the lives of Annabel’s permanently beleaguered readers was assumed right up my street, involving as it did dead spouses, wheelchaired children, terminal disease and cataclysmic household accidents. Each month, I’d read through a sack of missives, select the ‘best’ (worst) story, fix the skewed sentences and send the ‘winner’ their £25 writer’s fee.

After a year, unsuited to the pensioners’ pain, I was mercifully transferred to the main DC Thomson building in the centre of Dundee: an imposing, red-brick Victorian monolith housing the legendary teenage titles, where an allegedly cool magazine was being launched – the dubiously titled Etcetra, which was not only spelled wrongly but wished, impossibly, to be The Face magazine produced in Dundee.

As the mid-eighties approached, style, fashion and fashionable teen magazines were flourishing. DC Thomson wanted in, its original teen oracle Jackie now hopelessly outdated alongside its sister title Patches, neither of which could hope to compete with either the fashionable new influx or the now culturally dominant pop gazette Smash Hits, its song words and posters now the very wallpaper across Britain’s teenage walls.

The weekly inky music press and glossy style mags were one thing – serious, cool, aspiring to pretension. Smash Hits was another – the funniest magazine on earth, the pursuit of silliness bursting from its pages like a pop-up cavalcade of infinitely bonkers jollity. I loved it. Here was a deeply eccentric pirate pop ship where a mysterious entity called Black Type edited the letters page sounding like a cross between P. G. Wodehouse and Vivian Stanshall from the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, permanently tipsy on ‘the rock ’n’ roll mouthwash’. By early 1985 he was serenading ‘viewers’ (and they were always viewers, apart from when they were ‘listeners’) with, say, a dream he’d had the other night about ‘the lovely and multi-talented Anneka Rice in full combat gear’ crashing through his ceiling while he brewed ‘a delicious bowl of Cup-A-Soup (mushroom ’n’ spring onion flavour – yum!)’, his reverie ruined by the clang of his ‘handy Winfield clock radio springing into action with a blast of Russ Abbot’s award-winning disc “Atmosphere”’. This level of lunacy appealed to me a great deal more, by then, than Joy Division’s ‘Atmosphere’ …

Moving permanently to Dundee, I worked on Etcetra in the city centre with no clue whatsoever how to edit a magazine section, or anything else apart from the mawkish miseries of ‘Crisis In My Life’. The inevitable solution was to copy what the proper music press did while attempting to impose on the readers my catastrophically marginal musical ‘taste’.

The first two issues contained interviews I’d commissioned to freelancers with drag queen colossus Divine and sprout-fringed pop elf Howard Jones, the latter huffing, petulantly, over his hair being deemed ‘silly’. Soon came my professional interview debut, with Batcave-bothering ‘style’ pioneers Alien Sex Fiend (swoon!). Paralysed with nerves beforehand, I drank two pints of Carlsberg Special (with lime) in a pub around the corner and went to meet my heroes in a café with a push-button tape recorder and a spiral-topped Silvine notebook, which lead shrieker Nik Sex Fiend duly snatched. ‘Is your flat clean?’ he read aloud with a humiliating guffaw.

I was only marginally less terrified of Etcetra’s managing editor, the mythological Gordon Small, the man who’d launched Jackie in 1964 and whose obituary in local paper The Courier in late 2011 would recall him as ‘a receiver of the Paul Harris medallion (Rotary International’s most prestigious accolade for services to the community)’, a ‘past deacon convener of the Nine Incorporated Trades of Dundee’, a ‘long-standing member of the Bonnet Maker Trade’ and ‘one of life’s real characters’. He is recalled by me as an irascible, whiskery presence thundering around the floor space of our open-plan office roaring his foolproof recipe for editorial success. ‘K.I.S.S.!’ he would blare. ‘Keep It Simple for the Stupids!’

I turned twenty and began drinking Carlsberg Special regularly, occasionally at lunchtime, blocking the reality out. Would I spend the rest of my life here, under Gordon Small’s twitchy eye, a lot like being scrutinised forever by Mr Mackay in the prison sitcom Porridge, until I died of dissolved kidneys?

Along the corridor, a likely lad soon sauntered into view: a twinkle-eyed Dundonian called Tom Doyle with a permanent stoner’s mentality. Possibly because he was permanently stoned. He soon became a pal, the pair of us giggling at the implausibility of it all, me a fright-haired goth in an Oxfam frock writing about fashionable tarts, he an old-school Beatles fanatic at just-turned-eighteen, doing his time on ‘the Patches’ writing upbeat trifles about wibbly-legged Shakin’ Stevens.

Every Wednesday by 9 a.m. I’d have the new Smash Hits at my desk, sneakily reading its mirthsome contents under some diabolical double-page lay-out spread on the likes of pop hunk Belouis Some, having deduced Black Type’s true identity, deputy editor Tom Hibbert, now something of a writerly hero. Smash Hits, though, was as distant a world as glamorously ringed Saturn, still earthbound as I was at Etcetra where an acutely fashionable feature entitled ‘Men In Kilts’ was presented to Gordon Small for inspection.

‘Whit’s this?’ he twitched. ‘Men in skirts? Poof’s monthly!’

It was, for him, the final too-fashionable straw, Etcetra thereafter diluted for the young he once more deemed The Stupids, turning ever more mainstream dull. A staff member called Mairead (a sensible young woman who agreed, nonetheless, to briefly become my flatmate) presented a feature on then also-fashionable sofa beds. ‘Who buys sofa beds?’ Small wanted to know. ‘Well, I did,’ countered Mairead. To which Small stormed, ‘No ye didnae!’ Etcetra magazine folded within six months.

The staff were assigned to ‘special projects’ (tinkering with new ideas) while awaiting its fate, almost certainly to be sprinkled throughout the teen titles housed along the corridor, perhaps onto ‘the Patches’ to work with Tom.

That miserable winter an ex-Etcetra colleague named Eve slipped an advert torn from the Guardian onto my ash-flecked desk.

Wanted: Smash Hits Staff Writer.

I stared, disbelieving, and I knew: this was MINE. Smash Hits was going to save my life. And if Eve had not done this I doubt I would ever have seen it – and died from disappointed bum life in Dundee after all.

I applied like several hundred others, maximising my chances with a comically gigantic folder – nay dossier – of clippings from PG Snips, Annabel and Etcetra, including several ghoul-rock interviews (New Model Army, Killing Joke, be-kilted singing panto-Jock with a claymore above his head Jessie Rae, who was to stand in the General Election of 2015 gaining 135 votes) and a 2000-word love letter to ver Hits, plus a thousand-word live review of soldier-pop folk punks The Men They Couldn’t Hang, who’d played the much-revered Fat Sam’s venue in Dundee. A full month passed. I heard nothing.

Distraught and depressed, I was now in trouble. I hated DC Thomson, hated Dundee and probably hated myself, pressing hard on the panic button, escape-escape-escape. I’d taken to smuggling tins of Special Brew into work in the morning. I thought, ‘I’m going to turn into my mother.’ I was bound to end up, in those Trainspotting times in mid-eighties Scotland, a heroin addict, dead on the streets of a hard and charmless city. (Not that I’d ever taken any heroin. Not yet. Although I would do only once, in the future, ‘by accident’.) Then suddenly, unexpectedly, the call: the Smash Hits editor’s secretary inviting me to London, for an interview.

I travelled to London – where I’d never been before – on my own, twice, to be interviewed first by editor Steve Bush, a tiny giggling man and original Smash Hits arts editor, followed by deputy ed – gusp! – Tom Hibbert, a slight man of unfathomable age in a battered brown Fonzie leather jacket with shaggy dark hair, brown eyes ablaze with merriment behind round, wire-framed glasses. He seemed transported from a psychedelic dimension while talking like a carousing English toff in the Jeeves novels for real. ‘I say!’ he’d exclaim, ‘good lawrd!’ He wondered if there was anyone I’d love to interview. ‘Not really,’ I decided, to his astonishment. ‘Madonna?’ he ventured. ‘Not even Prince, he is mad!?’ I shook my head, evidently unimpressed by the eighties’ most celestial stars, and bubbled over with enthusiasm, instead, for my Marxist indie hunk with the National Health specs, Stan out of The Housemartins. This somehow seemed to swing it. Where Steve Bush, I subsequently heard, hadn’t been sure, the man I’d soon know only as ‘Hibbs’ had persuaded him otherwise. Hibbs saved me. I got the job.

Back at DC Thomson, I told twitchy Gordon Small, in his forebodingly Victorian office, I was leaving his company forever.

‘Ye cannae leave,’ he thundered. ‘You’ve just been pied!’ (Translation: paid.)

He changed his mind. ‘You’ve got twenty minutes to leave the building.’

Seven minutes later I was running through central Dundee with a plastic bag of belongings, bawling on the inside: ‘FREE AT LAST!’

I took with me to my new life only the essential items, sent ahead on a freight train: the three-foot-tall, laminated-wood-sided, glass-topped Sony Stack System with inbuilt turntable, cassette player and amp my folks had given me in advance for my forthcoming twenty-first birthday; a bin bag full of clothes; and one gigantic 1950s tea chest (a present from Etcetra’s Eve) which I’d filled with my beloved vinyl records and cassette tapes. Boarding the 9.56 a.m. to King’s Cross in my Sisters Of Mercy T-shirt, sporting an outsize peroxide blonde quiff, I shouted out the window: ‘I’m too young for this!’

Those were the last words I ever said as a citizen of Scotland, waving from the London-bound train as it shunted away from my damaged, deviant childhood, the vision of my hanky-flapping mum, moist-eyed dad and giggling sister fading into a vanishing point as I hurtled towards the only dream I’d ever had. Perhaps I wasn’t too young, really. But I was definitely dangerously naive.
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HAPPY HOUR

The spirit of Smash Hits in February 1986 was to be found in a tea-towel. Not just any old tea-towel with a print of a mimsy Cotswolds cottage on, but a comedy tea-towel invented by Tom Hibbert, a prize bestowed upon whichever viewer Black Type deemed had written that fortnight’s best – i.e. most ludicrous – letter, possibly something about being hit on the head by a gigantic picnic table. Meticulously illustrated by Hibbs, it included his handwritten eulogy to the wonders of washing-up-wonkiness. ‘WASHING UP – THE BLACK TYPE WAY!!’ it declared, before a handy instructional list. ‘Tap! Just twiddle the knob and – in a flash! – your sink is brimming with piping hot water!! Plug! Pop snugly into sink-hole and – voila! – sink stays full every time! No more “sinking feeling”!! Scouring pad! A short, sharp scrub and your “oh-crikey-I’ve-singed-the-beans-and-they’re-all-stuck-to-the-bottom-of-Mum’s-best-pan” problem is solved in jig time!! Lawn mower! (Not much use for washing-up, actually …)’

This was the planet I parachuted into from certain-death-in-Dundee, bringing the words ‘jings’ and ‘crivvens’ into every printed sentence, a planet in polar opposition to Gordon Small’s K.I.S.S., a publication keeping it eternally surreal for the students and grown-ups now also reading Smash Hits who found in its language, irreverence and visual japes a teen-pop version of Private Eye edited by Spike Milligan in a particularly juvenile mood. On the first floor of 52–55 Carnaby Street (Just 17 and Kerrang! were housed in the floors above) was a world free from all forms of cynical agenda, where wheezes were invented only for the sake of the wheeze, a world where U2 had finally ‘taken their place in the lineage of The Greats, like the Thompson Twins’.

The staff was largely populated by indie kids, most in their early twenties, mostly Smiths ‘apostles’ and John Peel devotees without a trace of indie snobbery who also loved pop in all its forms. They included huge-eyed, clever and inscrutable features/reviews ed Chris ‘The Toff’ Heath, the first person I’d ever met who’d been Oxbridge-educated (possibly the reason he was called The Toff). Assistant design ed Jaqui Doyle was a dazzlingly fashionable Dubliner who once illustrated the lyrics to The Smiths’ ‘Shoplifters Of The World Unite’ with a backdrop photo of a Tesco carrier bag which would’ve resulted, today, in a publisher-buckling lawsuit.

The Ed, Steve Bush, was an enigmatic man who seemed to view the world as if through a gigantic set of inverted commas suspended in outer space, often seen in giggling cahoots with features/design ed Vici MacDonald, a bright, intense young woman in a fetching pencil skirt and sweeping indie fringe, the staff member who found my job application ‘dossier’ by accident, adrift like shipwrecked flotsam under the art department desks where it had languished for a full month (while I psychologically perished five hundred miles away). She, too, had saved me; without her casual intervention I may well have been incarcerated, instead, in a Tayside prison after a Brew-led GBH incident with ‘one of life’s real characters’.

And right next to my staff writer’s desk perched Tom ‘Hibbs’ Hibbert, deputy ed, rat-tat-tatting with those index fingers across a standard issue electric typewriter all day long. Hibbs was by some distance the most uniquely brilliant creative mind I had ever encountered, a man about whom I knew nothing whatsoever, neither age nor background, though he did, I’d once been told, test acid for a living in the seventies. Perhaps this had informed the sort of editorial sorcery he routinely conjured from the ether, like the cast of characters which came to dominate Black Type, the letters page now embodying the anarchy of absurdism at the heart of Smash Hits, its anonymous fortnightly ululations encouraging nationwide obsessions with Una Stubbs, Dickie Davis, the Eurovision Song Contest, aristocratic pop chanteuse Princess Stephanie of Monaco and the extravagantly titled ‘fruit’ drink ‘Um Bongo, Um Bongo, They Drink It In The Congo’.

Black Type’s world included officious personnel – Uncle Disgusting, Mr and Mrs Perkins, Mr Perkins’ secretary Miss Pringle (who Perkins had the hots for) – Black Type himself a disembodied voice more likely to have a conversation with ver Kids about the bungled fitting of a Hotpoint washing machine than the hunky merits, or otherwise, of Huey Lewis And The News. Ironic inverted commas now floated throughout copy like exuberantly tossed confetti (Gary Glitter was forever ‘fresh’ off a UK tour) while the pop star nickname was an escalating sport: no longer merely the mid-eighties inventions Paul ‘Fab Macca Wacky Thumbs Aloft’ McCartney, Lord Frederick Lucan of Mercury and Dame David Bowie but Mark ‘Horrible Headband’ Knopfler out of Ver Straits, Mark Unpronounceablename out of Big Country and Morten ‘Snorten Forten Horten’ Harket out of A-ha. The viewers adopted these immediately, sprinkling them throughout the pen-pal service RSVP, the page where viewers listed their pop faves and looked to contact other fans – and where Smash Hits helpfully printed out the full names and addresses of kids as young as eleven. (Don’t think that one would fly today, eh, pop pervs?)

The office itself was a riotous, open-plan explosion of Jiffy bags, cassette tapes, twelve-inch and seven-inch cardboard envelopes housing vinyl delights and those brand new, state-of-the-art silver discs called CDs which everyone associated with the dullard’s favourite, Dire Straits’ Brothers In Arms (one million CDs sold in 1985 and a format, therefore, not to be trusted). The office housed two multi-desk ‘islands’: writers/section editors clattered on typewriters (usually with accompanying, individual ashtrays) opposite the production/art department, whose desks were besieged by a jetsam of flat-plans, double-page spreads, coloured paper, marker pens, glue, paints, spray paints, paint-fixer spray cans and furling scrolls of printed-out proofreading galleys. That such an obvious fire hazard was not only tolerated but never questioned is made all the more boggling by the persistent strikes on boxes of Bluebell matches.

There were no health ’n’ safety rules, no editorial rules and what felt like no bosses either: the publishing bigwigs we collectively knew as The Baron (publishers Emap Metro) perhaps astutely keeping their oars aloft from the editorial characteristics: a style not so much warm and friendly as blasting you upwards through a glitter cannon of jollity shouting ‘piping hot!’ in your earhole, its fully formed editorial personality now turning Emap from a cottage industry contender into an actual publishing empire.

I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. Three months in, my very first cover story was with Mick Hucknall out of Simply Red, on whom I had an enormous crush (like several thousand other women in his unlikely, and then largely unknown, secondary career as an incorrigible crumpeteer). We spent one hour together in the offices of the mighty WEA Records, the righteous flame-haired soul brother persistently eulogising on the global success of debut album Picture Book, then en route to selling two million copies worldwide. Naturally, I had to steer him away from dreary sales figures, encouraging instead a stirring tirade against the dominant political force of the day. ‘I think Margaret Thatcher has done more damage to this country than the Second World War,’ he soon harrumphed, formidably. ‘She has destroyed this nation.’

Despite widespread public belief that Smash Hits interviews involved, primarily, favourite colours and fancy hair, it was as loud a hailer for idealism as its inky, stinky cousins on the weekly music press. Soon Hucknall began pepper-spraying opinions on the ‘racist, sexist, biased right-wing
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