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About the Book

THE HOLLYWOOD BRATS are the greatest band you’ve never heard of.

Recording one near-perfect punk album in 1974, they were tragically ahead of their time.

With only a guitar, a tatty copy of the Melody Maker and his template for the perfect band, Andrew Matheson set out, in 1971, to make musical history. His band, The Hollywood Brats, were pre-punk prophets – uncompromising, ultra-thin, wild, untameable and outrageous. But thrown into the crazy world of the 1970s London music scene, the Brats ultimately fell foul of the crooks and heavies that ran it and an industry that just wasn’t ready for them.

Directly inspiring The London SS, The Clash, Malcolm McLaren and the Sex Pistols, The Hollywood Brats imploded too soon to share the glory. Punk’s answer to Withnail and I, Sick On You is a startling, funny and entertaining memoir about never quite achieving success, despite flying so close to greatness.


About the Author

Andrew Matheson was a founding member of The Hollywood Brats, the band that never really was. When the group prematurely imploded, Andrew left the music industry in a huff to play football in North America. When he became exhausted by chasing a fat man called Eusebio around the pitch for 90 minutes, he rejoined the world of music with ‘Monterey Shoes’. He has since been writing music, producing, publishing magazine articles and recording more critically acclaimed music. Although now thrice removed from the louche lounge-wizard he once was he still has all his own hair and the majority of his own teeth, and is looking forward to the re-release of the classic Brats music by Cherry Red Records.
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For Kerry


You want to know what it’s like

Condemned to live with you

It’s some kind of daily suicide

Some phase that I outgrew

I ain’t sadistic, masochistic

You and me we’re through

I’m sick to death of everything you do

And if I’m gonna puke

Babe I’m gonna puke on you

‘Sick On You’

The Hollywood Brats, 1973


Introduction

This tale comes via memory, reel-to-reel, diary, acetate, journal and cassette.

I was 18 years old, 6 feet tall, 148 pounds, sopping wet and, like Dylan’s farmhand on ‘Maggie’s Farm’, I had a head full of ideas that were driving me insane. Most of those ideas revolved around starting a band.

I was driven by the purest of all the emotions: hatred. I hated absolutely everything I heard in the charts. Music needed to be grabbed by the lapels and shaken up.

So I got some cash, a suitcase and a guitar, and off I went to London where legend had it the streets were paved with gold records. I also took with me a set of rules. Five rules chiselled in granite, sacrosanct and unbreakable. Follow these rules and I would create the perfect band.

Rules for a Rock ’n’ Roll Band
~ The Template ~

1  Four or five members maximum. No sax, no horn section, no keyboards, no Moog-synthesizer boffin, no back-up chanteuses, no nothing. Two guitars, a bass, drums and singer, that’s it. Think the Beatles, Kinks and Who for four, Stones for five.

2  The singer sings. That’s it. No hanging a guitar around his neck mid-show and strumming a few cowboy chords to show he can play, no sitting at the piano for a poignant ballad or two and definitely no tambourine bashing. And for Christ’s sake, no standing on one leg and sucking and wheezing into a flute like that hobo in Jethro Tull. At a pinch a shake of maracas but just for a portion of a song then toss them aside. If a singer can’t think what to do with himself during a bandmate’s solo he should consider a career as a bank teller.

3  Great hair, straight hair, is a must and is non-negotiable. If a member starts going thin on top put an ad in the Melody Maker immediately. If he has too tight a natural curl or, saints preserve, a perm, well, shame on you for hiring him in the first place. Be firm about this; a hat won’t work.

4  No facial hair. Girls, or at least girls you’d ever deign to paw, do not swoon over the Grateful Dead. Jerry Garcia is no sane, recently showered girl’s idea of a pin-up.

5  No Girlfriends. They are cancerous for the esprit de corps. They lower the band’s collective sexual currency and can twist a measly bass player’s brain until he thinks he should get a triple-album solo deal and headline Vegas.

Two words: Yoko and Ono.

I still believe in these rules but as fate would have it we broke most of them.


Prologue

Staring up. Standing in steel-toed rubber boots and filth-encrusted overalls; standing in the mud and the crud, staring up. Standing in crypt-like total darkness pierced only by the beam from the lamp on my hard hat, a beam growing weaker by the minute as the battery-pack on my belt dies. Staring up, waiting for, praying for, the cage.

The cage, the chariot comin’ for to carry me home, at long last descends into this stink-hole. Clanking, juddering, the jail-cell-on-cables crashes to a halt. The chain-link guillotine door rises. I climb aboard. The guillotine crashes down and I get yanked up to the blessed, sunlit surface, never to go down a mine again, I pray, for the rest of my life.

In the shower I lather up in terror as usual, eyes wide open and stinging from soap. Keeping a sharp lookout because these Canadian nickel miners are a tribe of knuckle-dragging, grunting, violent troglodytes. They know it’s my last day and they’ve been making noises about cutting my hair.

Twenty hours later and I’ve escaped. I’ve got a blue cardboard suitcase with white leatherette piping in my hand and a black Vox Mark VI teardrop guitar at my feet.

I’m 18 years old.

I’ve got a thousand bucks in my pocket.

I’m standing on the cobbles of Carnaby Street.



‘London, that great cesspool into which all the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained.’

Arthur Conan Doyle


1971


I

London. What’s it like, this town in July 1971? This town just past the fag end of the sixties? This so-called ‘Swinging London’? Let me tell you, it’s bloody marvellous. It is tawdry and garish, filthy and littered and chokingly diesel perfumed. It is filled with a thousand hucksters and shysters and gypsy girls in Piccadilly with sprigs of heather already pinned to your lapel before you can protest, palms held out and a ‘cross my palm with silver, for luck’, the veiled, unsubtle threat of misfortune should you not, with coin, comply. It is teeming with girls and the girls are stunning, teetering around in stack-heeled, knee-high boots, in suede micro-mini skirts with gossamer scarves, Cleopatra eyeliner underlining fluttering Twiggy lashes.

Union Jacks are everywhere, flapping amid the gargoyles on the stone buildings, hanging in whipping-in-the-wind plastic rows on the shops and stalls, on T-shirts, knickers, tea towels, socks, ashtrays, salt and pepper shakers, bowler hats, bobbies’ hats.

Rule Britannia.

Britannia rules the airwaves.

Maybe.

‘Chirpy Chirpy Cheep Cheep’ by Middle of the Road, a song that makes you want to drive spikes into your ears and crucify your brain, hits number one in the charts and stays there.

The Beatles are dead. Poor, pure, blond, bitchy Brian drowned. Jimi choked. Morrison, reduced from a pretentious West Coast pseudo-poet, albeit with great hair and a svelte physique, to a bloated, bearded metaphor, soon to float, barely, in a Paris bathtub.

Hippies run the show: beards and denim and crap music with mind-numbing guitar solos and daft, boring, nonsensical lyrics; drummers allowed to thump their stupid tubs alone on stage for 15 minutes while everyone else takes a break. Gongs, for Christ’s sake. Gongs. Incense. Double bass drums.

Who looks good? Nobody looks good. Who sounds good? Nobody sounds good. My grand plan is to create a band to rectify that situation. Wipe the slate clean.

But first I must find some digs. I haven’t been in London since my parents kidnapped me as a child, dragging me, kicking and screaming in a sack, to Northern Ontario. Word is that an agency is the best bet so there I go. The Greek lady behind the desk says that what I am seeking in terms of accommodation (not much) will cost between six and ten quid a week. No sweat, I’ve got the grand in hand. She reaches over her shoulder and sells me a London A–Z, slips a few addresses in my hand and sends me all over town to see bedsits. But none do I see. As soon as the prospective landlords clap peepers on my guitar case it is case closed. Time after time I knock. Time after time it happens.

This becomes tiresome and demoralising. I am hot and tired and jetlagged and hungry and dying of thirst.

Six o’clock. The buses and Tubes and streets are jammed with commuters on the move. This is tough and it’s getting late. There is just one more address in my pocket: Finborough Road, Earls Court, London SW10.

‘Kangaroo Valley, mate,’ says the guy wedged near me on the stifling Tube, reading over my shoulder.

‘Kangaroo Valley?’

‘Fuckin’ Aussie ghetto, innit?’

So, it’s a fucking Aussie ghetto. What does that mean to me? Nothing. Off I get at Earls Court station, turn right and, with the A–Z as my guide, I set off for Finborough Road. I pass two pubs adjacent to one another, busy with the after-work crowd. At least I assume that’s what they are. Actually, the customers all seem to be men. They are all men, but I’d lay a quid or two that these specimens don’t actually come from Australia. They’ve spilled out on to the street, standing in studied poses wearing leather chaps, Brando Wild One hats, silver wallet chains and white singlets, moustaches apparently mandatory. They mew and whistle as I walk by.

The building I’m looking for is triangular, at the point where Finborough Road and Ifield Road converge. P’raps I should stash the guitar in a hedge or something. Make a better impression. Perish the thought. Stash my black Vox Mark VI teardrop? Not a chance. This guitar is not leaving my white-knuckled grip.

It’s the same guitar I saw Brian Jones play on The Ed Sullivan Show when I was 13. It’s the only guitar I have ever wanted and I worked down that stinking nickel mine to get the $263 it took to buy it. I had it custom-painted black. Brian’s was white, mine’s black and I’m never going to part with it, and I’m certainly not going to stash it in a hedge.

Number 119. I press the buzzer and wait.

The old chap who answers the door is garbed in slippers and smoking jacket, with a polka-dot scarf knotted nattily around his neck. He is tall, slightly stooped and leaning on a silver-tipped cane, snow-white hair combed straight back, military ’tache. Quite a look, actually. He gives me the twice-over and politely asks me to follow him up the stairs.

Over strong tea he tells me the bedsit is mine if I want it, £6.50 a week, two weeks’ in advance. The small room is on the top floor. It is shopworn but clean, with threadbare carpet, single bed, rattan armchair, sink, wee cooker thing with a tiny electric element, and window facing West over Ifield Road. Down the hall is the bathroom, shared with the two other top-floor tenants. Want a bath? Shilling in the meter.

I pay the man. I take the room. I unpack my suitcase. It contains clothes and five LPs.

Beggars Banquet – Rolling Stones

Get Yer Ya-Ya’s Out! – Rolling Stones

Let It Be – Beatles

Something Else – Kinks

Back Door Men – Shadows of Knight

Next day I hit the town and I keep hitting it. I buy clothes up and down the King’s Road. I have a smooth drink in the Chelsea Drugstore and a cold one in the Markham Arms, and another here and another there. Chelsea Potter? Why not? I buy a black sweater with Rock ’n’ Roll stitched in yellow across the front. I buy a wine-red velvet jacket and tight, black velvet strides.

I head to Savile Row where I stand across the street from the blessed number 3, home of Apple Corps, centre of the Holy Fief of Beatledom. Rooted to the spot, I’m gawking up like a rube at the roof where, not so long ago, his hands were getting a bit too cold to play the chords. It is a hot, humid afternoon in London in July, but I’ve got chills.

Shaking it off and putting it back in my trousers, I head anywhere, which happens to be South. Where Savile Row meets Clifford Street, I pop in to Mr Fish, purveyor of the most dazzling shirts known to man. I order and am measured for two custom-made, hand-stitched stunners with all the attendant and requisite ‘Yes, sirs’ and ‘Quite right, sirs’ a chap could possibly want. A lilac dress shirt with ‘le cuff Français’ at an extravagant £15 and a white chemise featuring an explosion of lace at the front and on the cuffs for a ludicrous £35 strike my fancy. Each will bear a label stating ‘Peculiar to Mr Fish’.

When the sun goes down I make my way to Wardour Street and the Marquee. The stage at the Marquee is hallowed ground. The Stones, the Who and on and on played here, trod these very boards. And tonight, who is on? Some Irish guitarist named Rory Gallagher. Nothing but 12-bar blues and denim, everything I detest: the tortured grimacing during the guitar solos, the nods of approval and shoe-staring during the drum solo, the shamrock Delta accent. But I don’t care. I’m not really watching. I’m leaning on the bar and it’s the Marquee.

I’m back nights later too, girlishly giddy with excitement that is all too damply extinguished because who is on? Arthur Brown’s Kingdom Come, that’s who, with his beard (the matted focal point of a general revolting hairiness) and his chronic, faux-demonic make-up and his ‘I am the God of Hellfire’ routine.

You’ve been telling us that since ’68, mate. We were enthralled then and we are utterly rapt now. Press on.

It’s a daft show. He moves like a drunk hippy uncle and he looks mildly demented, especially during his show-stopper when he sets his hat on fire. But I don’t care. I’m here at the world-famous Marquee.

The manager of the Marquee, Jack, an over-friendly, unctuous type sporting a shiny suit, black horn-rims and a clunking, gold pinkie ring takes a shine to me, asking increasingly personal questions. I tell him I’m going to start a rock ’n’ roll band and I intend to wipe the floor with the competition. This throws him, and it’s the moment when I get the first indication that the term rock ’n’ roll has an entirely different connotation here in the mother country.

You mention rock ’n’ roll and immediately English brains think of Jerry Lee Lewis, Eddie Cochran, Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, Little Richard, Bill Haley and all the rest. Brylcreem, duck’s arse hairdos, Teddy Boys, Drape coats, winkle pickers, brothel creepers and leather jackets – in short, the fifties. Rock ’n’ roll in Britain is for those who never got over Elvis joining the army. Well, that’s not the way it is for me, chaps. Those guys did their bit but they’re from the Middle Ages as far as I’m concerned.

First I heard of Chuck Berry, I was on my bike crunching the gravel at Larchwood Public School, holding a Hitachi transistor up to my ear when ‘No Particular Place to Go’ came on. I liked it. I really wanted to ‘park way out on the kokomo’, but not enough to go out and buy the vinyl. I was a kid on a bike. It took the Fabs with George singing ‘Roll Over Beethoven’ and the Stones doing ‘Carol’ for an entity called Chuck Berry to get into my skull.

As for Eddie Cochran, well, as far as I’m concerned, ‘Summertime Blues’ is by the Who from Live at Leeds. And Little Richard? It took Paul singing ‘Long Tall Sally’ and the Swinging Blue Jeans doing ‘Good Golly Miss Molly’ for me to get that tutti-frutti picture. So that’s what I find myself up against here, elbow on the bar, at the Marquee. You say you’re going to create a new, wild rock ’n’ roll band in July 1971 and everybody thinks quiffs and pomade.

Midway through one night, while I’m leaning on the bar drinking light and bitter, surveying the possibilities, Jack sidles up and invites me back to his pad after closing. I came in on a Pan Am flight, not a turnip truck, so I’ve seen it coming and I deflect the overture with what I hope is grace and humour. After all, I want to play here some day.

A pretty blonde girl, mini-skirt and white stockings, butter-wouldn’t-melt mouth, corners me at the bar, says she’s got tickets to the Tyrannosaurus Rex gig at the Roundhouse in Chalk Farm, and next thing I know we’re riding the Northern Line en route. I’ve heard these pixies on the radio doing some fairy drivel titled, if you can believe it, ‘Ride a White Swan’. What the hell does that mean? Apparently they are comprised of some curly haired, chubby-faced elf on acoustic and a tall, skinny drink of milk on congas. With that line-up my expectations are subterranean. But it’s just the mini-skirt that’s got me in its sway.

We arrive late and, Hello, hello? The joint is positively rocking. This is no knee-staring acoustic hippy duo; they’ve plugged in, cranked up the decibels and shanghai’d a bass player and drummer. Not sure what the conga player in the white suit is contributing to proceedings, but he’s got good hair and seems harmless enough. Anyway, it’s all about the little guy up front with the Jheri curls and elevator shoes. He plays a Les Paul, all crunching chords and lots of posing. He’s clomping around, sticking his lips out like an inflatable Jagger sex doll.

Our seats are great but there is no sitting down – the atmosphere is sticky-hot and throbbing. The sound is fantastic, crunching out of Orange amps and stacks of WEM speakers. They end with something called ‘Hot Love’ and it’s not bad, considering.

Next morning the sweet little thing catches the train back to Sheffield and, touchingly, she has left me a little parting gift, something to remember her by. Something of which I am entirely and blissfully unaware.

I need an amp. Shaftesbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road, winding up from Leicester Square to Denmark Street, is Candy Cane Lane for a musician. Music shops are everywhere, brimming with instruments and gear I’ve only seen in films and magazines. Vox with its AC-30s, Super Beatles, Phantoms and Marauders; Gibson Firebirds, Flying Vs, Explorers, Les Pauls, J-200s; Fender Strats and Precisions, Jazzmasters and Telecasters, and dozens more. Gretsch, Ludwig, Hofner, Premier, Zildjian, Martin, Shure, Marshall, Rickenbacker: names I can recite like a confessing Catholic while my eyes pop out of my skull like a snot-nosed Dickensian Christmas orphan as I stare in the windows and walk the aisles.

Macari’s is my favourite shop, with its redolent-of-Beatles Vox sign beckoning. Come on in, it says, we’ve got that AC-30 you know you can’t live without. In I go, carrying my Mark VI into Aladdin’s cave. Musicians are everywhere, trying and buying, tuning and strumming, tightening snares, smacking tambourines and twiddling with amps – a jumble of noise and music.

Then a middle-aged guy in a blue checked shirt, with coiffed, white rockabilly hair comes over and introduces himself as the real Macari. His jaw must be in peak physical condition because the thing doesn’t cease clopping up and down for at least an hour. This guy can talk, and sell. He doesn’t stop talking.

Next thing I know, my beautiful Vox Mark VI teardrop, with the custom jet-black paint job, the one I vowed to keep and cherish for the rest of my life, the one I worked 3,000 feet below the earth’s surface in a stinking, wet, dark, dank mine to be able to afford, is hanging on Macari’s wall and I am walking out the door with a beat up, chipped, metallic-blue Fender Stratocaster and a Vox AC-30.

How did that happen?


II

For a musician, Thursday is the most important day of the week. At dawn on Thursdays, Fleet Street vans disgorge the bales of the music press, the rags that report and advertise, and fuel the biz of music. These papers are stuffed with who’s doing what, who’s wearing what, who smells like money, who stinks of failure, who’s new, who’s old, who’s in a snit, who’s suing who, who’s number one, whose number’s up, who’s in, who’s out, who’s shaking it all about.

And it’s all there in black and white under the splash red headlines. Every eagerly awaited Thursday the newspaper nests are festooned with the New Musical Express, Sounds, Record Mirror, Disc and the rest. But the most read, revered and necessary of all is the Melody Maker.

It’s been around for donkeys’, dealing in jazz, big bands and bebop, but since ‘Love Me Do’ it has become more and more the tribune and mouthpiece of the pop and rock community. But, more than the gossip, the features, the rubbish tawdry tales of popdom, the Melody Maker is the conduit, the message board, the lonely hearts club. For the Melody Maker features that most essential element – the lifeblood of singers, guitarists, bass players, keyboardists, drummers, tuba players – in fact, any musician that makes a noise and wants a gig – in its back pages. It is the famous ‘Classifieds’ section, and it is here that we all learn to turn every Thursday.

I lie on my bed and scan the ‘Vocalists Wanted’ column, trying to find an ad that just might fit my bill. Nothing ever screams out at me. None mention rock ’n’ roll, or at least none that don’t want the new Buddy Holly or the new Danny for the new ‘& the Juniors’. They just say ‘Rock’, with all the plodding, Cro-Magnon, drum-solo indulgence that word, in my mind, has come to entail. Nevertheless, I do stock up on 2p pieces and walk to the phone box in Redcliffe Square and make calls to a few circled ads that I, sort of, just maybe, if you squint your eyes, might fit.

And get this straight. I’m no rookie, no dabbling dilettante. I’ve been singing in bands since I was 13. First band I was in was with 16- and 17-year-olds. They seemed like grizzled pensioners to me. They smoked. They steamed up windows with chicks in the back seats of Chevy 427s. They shaved.

‘Night, Mum, Night, Dad.’

‘You off, son? Seems a bit early.’

‘Yeah, I’m tired. Got that history test tomorrow, too.’

‘Oh, of course. All right then. Sleep tight, love.’

Into my bedroom, lock door, grab clothes, out the window. Back through the window at 1am, conk out with $11 in my pocket.

I’ve played high-school dances, community centres, roller-skating rinks, wedding receptions, TV talent shows, Christmas telethons, youth clubs. I’ve been there.

Now I whip off on the buses or Tube, directions in hand, to all over London, to unfamiliar locales: Wapping, Tooting Broadway, Walthamstow, Mile End, Tufnell Park. To rehearsal studios, back rooms, cellars, pubs, factories, churches. And I audition.

A dozen auditions. Then a dozen more. And so it goes. They don’t like me and I return the sentiment. This is going to be more difficult than I thought, bruising too. Every Thursday, same as thousands of other musicians across Britain, I lie on my bed with a pen scanning the ads in the Melody Maker.

I hear the other tenants as they pass my door, heading to the communal loo. The most we’ve all shared is a glance and a nod. They seem to be an English woman of indeterminate vintage, a Dutch woman, early twenties, and an English man, possibly a student, wispy attempt at a beard, National Health specs. On my social stepladder students are perched on the rung one down from hippies.

Sitting at the small wooden table, I look out at the relentless Wednesday rain. On the other side of Ifield Road, two floors down, an attractive lady sits at a dressing table near the window brushing her shoulder-length hair. She is starkers.


III

The grand is gone. A thousand bucks. Where did it go? Clothes and clubs and Strats and all sorts. But it is undeniably gone, with the exception of a lone tenner.

I have to get a job, there’s no alternative. So I brush all my teeth and drag my zero qualifications down to the Labour Exchange, where a kindly, bored woman gives me forms to fill out and suggests three employment opportunities. The first two make my eyes glaze over but the third seems worth a shot. Moss Bros, famous apparently though I know not of it, needs a chap to work in the department of formal rentals. Off I go to Covent Garden, and upon arrival at Moss Bros I am put in a lift, sent down into the bowels of the building and placed under the tutelage of one Goolam Assenge, pronounced Goolam Assenge.

According to Goolam, this is the job. Gentlemen come in to Moss Bros to hire formal attire – morning coats, gloves, toppers and such. The attending salesman ascertains the customer’s requirements, bends slightly at the waist, backs obsequiously away then turns and sprints down to the lower floor where there are row upon row of shelves and hangers containing all the garments in all the sizes. He grabs three or four pairs of trousers, which he feels are within his customer’s general size range, and hares off up the stairs with them. Fifteen or so minutes later he clatters back down, throws the trousers in a heap in the corner, grabs four top hats and tears off back up the stairs again. My job, explains Goolam, is to pick up the garments, fold them neatly and put them back where they came from.

Now, multiply that salesman by ten, multiply that customer by a hundred, add the fact that this is the racing season, consider that a percentage of the salesmen are psychotics, factor in the piles of rental returns and you’ll still not come remotely close to comprehending the volume, the madness, the bitchiness, the chaos, the stacks and never-ending stacks of pin-striped toff-wear I have to deal with in my new position. I will work from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, half day on Saturday, for the princely sum of £11.50 a week. I am to start the next morning.

On the way home I decide to stock my larder, or at least the narrow shelf above my cooker, and attempt to wring as much as possible out of my lone remaining £10 note. From a small shop where the proprietor is the spitting image of Gandhi’s more emaciated brother, I buy a loaf of bread, a small box of teabags, a tiny white jar of fish paste, a plastic container of chocolate spread, two tins of spaghetti and a bottle of milk. At home I heat up one of the tins of spaghetti and for dessert I eat three chocolate-spread sandwiches. I nod off reading H.G. Wells’s A Short History of the World.

Next morning, shilling in the meter followed by a tepid, shallow bath, and I’m off. By about the tenth minute my new job starts to drive me nuts. By the end of the day I want to murder the salesmen in creatively brutish ways. They treat me as though I do not exist. As far as they are concerned, the piles of clothes they throw on the floor get put back neatly and in an organised fashion by magic.

Goolam is at the cleaning end of the Moss Bros equation: dry-cleaning, repairs, ironing, nothing fazes him. He is the voice of cheerful, calm reason. He laughs, he smiles, he sings ditties. He tells tales about the salesmen. Goolam does go on a bit but he gets me through my first few days, then a week, then 10 days.

With my £11.50 I must pay for 12 Tube journeys, to and from Moss Bros, per week. Home sweet bedsit costs £6.50 per week. Even 7 baths a week costs 7 shillings.

I begin to go hungry at about the same time as my crotch begins to itch.

More Thursday trips to the red phone box in Redcliffe Square, more auditions, more failures – some abject and embarrassing. Most of these bands are bluesy combos, with big perms or auburn afros, playing ‘Rock Me Baby’ till my marrow aches. The big, harsh, scratchy, ersatz Delta vocal they want is just not my forte. Other bands flaunt their delusions of prog grandeur. Sweeping arrangements, ludicrous lyrics, excruciating non-melodies that I’m expected to grasp in five minutes. I keep reminding myself, Groucho Marx fashion, that if I got one of these gigs I wouldn’t want it anyway. But there’s no escaping the fact that these auditions hurt and gnaw at the confidence.

The routine at Moss Bros, Goolam notwithstanding, is grinding me down too. The job never gets done, not even for five minutes. All those hours of picking up clothes, folding them, putting them neatly away … same clothes, same shelves, ad infinitum.

At home of an evening I’m nearly out of food. Just two stale heels of bread and some chocolate spread remain on my shelf. I try to convince myself that stale bread is just white toast. In my Redcliffe phone box, spending a precious 2p calling for yet another audition, someone has left behind a copy of Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea. I give it a go later at home. It’s hardly a page-turner.

And what’s with this itch? I remind myself of a straw-chewing yokel the way I’m constantly scratching at my nethers. At work I’ve started ducking into nooks or the loo to claw away at my groin like an ape. On the Piccadilly Line I hang on to the hand strap and cross my legs, my eyes watering fighting the impulse to grope myself in public. What’s going on? I’m the most fastidiously clean guy in town.

Then, one night in the bathtub, driven to utter distraction by the discomfort, I am aghast to spy a gruesome little black critter ridin’ the range on my nuts. Hey, what do I mean ‘a’? This is a full-on invasion. They look like scuttling seabed crustaceans and there appear to be dozens of them.

Gradually, my mind obviously dulled from lack of nourishment, I grasp the disgusting reality and am repulsed beyond belief. Christ, I’ve had 50 baths since that Tyrannosaurus Rex night. Wouldn’t the little bastards drown? I spray my most cherished accoutrements with shaving cream, grab my Gillette razor and one minute later my bits look like a plucked chicken in a Chinatown window on a chilly day. On the windowsill I spy a nail brush left by some former tenant, bristles bent into twisted little J shapes. I apply it to the offending area with vigour, to the point of pain. I’ve never actually scrubbed my balls before and I won’t be recommending it anytime soon. God, this is awful. I dry off and inspect myself with a mirror held at mostly unattractive angles.

In bed later I am so revolted that I lie awake all night cursing Sheffield and fiddling with my new lower-tonsorial arrangement. Saturday dawns and there’s no denying it: I still itch.

12.01: I’m out the door of Moss Bros and into the nearest library. The librarian offers assistance but I demur. She persists helpfully. I demur emphatically. It takes me just under an hour and I blush every time my research leads me to another book that I furtively pull from the shelves, but finally I have my answer. That answer is, apparently, something called Dettol.

Out the library door, avoiding eye contact, I scour the streets until I locate the nearest chemist. Dettol is cheap, mercifully, so, flushed of cheek, I purchase a big bottle and attempt to saunter suavely out of the shop the way I imagine Jean-Paul Belmondo would in similar circumstances.

Back to Finborough Road. In the bathroom I strip and glance at the label: isopropanol, pine oil, chloroxylenol, castor oil, other ingredients I’m too impatient to read. I climb in the tub, take the top off the bottle, upend it and splash the contents liberally all over my infested formerly erogenous zone. One second later I am leaping out of the tub and bouncing around on tiptoes, legs spread as wide as I can get them, cupping my balls and screaming, Aaahhh, aaahh, ahhhh!, interspersed with curses of the ‘oh fucking god’ variety. There is a knock at the door. With Herculean effort I stop jumping and manage to momentarily stifle the yelping.

‘Yes?’ I respond. Too high a pitch, too frightened; get a grip. Got one, as it happens.

‘Is everything all right?’ It is the Dutch girl from down the hall. We haven’t even been introduced.

‘Yes. Yes, everything’s fine.’

‘Are you certain?’

Am I certain? No, I’m not fucking certain, truth be told, which it won’t be, not now, not ever. ‘Yes, yes. Fine, thank you. I … ah … scalded my … toe. Hot water.’

‘Your toe?’

Go away, woman.

‘Yes, my bloody toe. But it’s fine now. Thank you.’

‘You are welcome. Would you like bandage? I have it.’

‘What? Bandage? Why would I … no, thank you very much.’

‘But your toe is bloody.’

‘My toe is not bloody. I just … just stubbed it, that’s all. No, scalded it. Thank you, though.’

‘You are welcome.’

I pause and listen, my groin on fire. All quiet on the Dutch front. She must be gone, surely. Seconds pass with nary a floorboard squeak. I need to be sure.

‘Goodbye,’ I say.

‘Goodbye,’ she replies cheerily, and I hear her footsteps go down the hall, her door closing.

Back to the inferno. I climb into the empty tub, lie down and wriggle like an upside-down lobster towards the tap end. Draping my legs over the edge of the tub and arching my pelvis upward, I manoeuvre my sizzling, frying balls to just underneath the tap and turn on the cold water full blast.

‘AAAAIIIEEEEE!’

The cold water is not the blissful relief I had envisioned; in fact it has created some sort of chemical reaction that is not only beyond pain, at least as I have previously experienced it, but has also left my most prized apparatus steaming and, as I see in the mirror while leaping out of the tub, a ghastly puce colour. I am further dismayed to note that my penis, in shock no doubt at the unprecedented torture, has shrunk to embarrassingly minuscule proportions. Is there no end to this ignominy? Of course there isn’t. I lie on the floor, foetal and whimpering, waiting for the knock. It arrives on schedule, with a Dutch accent.

‘Hello? Hello? Is everything okay? Hello?’

‘Hello,’ I answer in a voice I do not recognise, twisting my neck to try to make it sound as though it’s not coming from the floor. ‘Yes, it’s just … just … the water was too hot. Everything is fine. Please go away.’

‘Are you certain? You screamed so oddly, like a girl. I was worried.’

Like a girl, she said. I am lying on the floor, nude, clutching my terrified, shrivelled dong, having unadvisedly doused my pestilence-ridden undercarriage with napalm, and a strange woman outside the bathroom door is telling me I screamed like a girl. Is this the absolute nadir of my existence? God, I hope so. I do know that I’ve rather had it with the nosy Netherlands Florence bloody Nightingale.

‘I’m fine. Leave me alone.’

‘Are you certain?’

Am I certain, again? This defies belief. Where did she learn that phrase? And why? So she could say to some passing guy, ‘Please, which way to the train station?’ And the guy tells her and she replies, ‘Are you certain?’ She could get a punch in the nose with that carry on. Get a refund on your Fodor’s, lady. You’re wasting your guilders at Berlitz.

‘Yes, I am certain. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my entire life. Now for Christ’s sake, bugger off and let a man wash his balls in peace.’

Silence, then a snort, then footsteps and a door closing. She has gone. I wait for a few seconds then clamber delicately back in to the tub. I turn the taps so that a soothingly cool pool eventually envelopes my dangling tackle and slightly relieves what feels like the sting of a hundred especially spiteful bees.

Half an hour later, wrapped in a towel and after much peering down the hallway to make sure the coast is clear of meddling Dutchwomen, I waddle back to my room with as much dignity as I can muster. On my back, on the bed, legs spread wide, fanning my groin with the Let It Be cover, I reach out for the Dettol bottle on the bedside table and study the label. Among the many words printed on it are these: cleaning floors, sinks, unblocking drains. Do not apply directly to skin. Serious injury may occur. Dilute ten parts water to one part Dettol.

Oh.

The next few days are a painful blur. I go to work, moving gingerly, dealing with the hailstorm of trousers, coats and toppers under a duress that, of course, must be kept private.

On top of that, the food situation is becoming critical. I quite simply can’t afford to eat. The canteen at Moss Bros is rather good, with mouthwatering shepherd’s pies, stews, egg and chips and the like, cheap too, but I just can’t squeeze any coins out of my budget to buy a morsel.

The reigning Miss Moss Bros 1971, voted by management and staff and well worthy of the title, takes pity on me and, without asking, buys me lunch one day. Next day, after work, she takes me home on the train to Kent for tea with her mum. For obvious, private reasons I must remain chaste. In fumbling hallway encounters I deflect her advances under the pretext of being noble and respectful of her mother. This drives her even madder with desire.

An ad in the Melody Maker announces a huge sale this Saturday at the Orange shop in Denmark Street. The ‘Biggest Sale in the History of Orange’, it blares. Presumably that’s big. Doors open at 8am. I’m going to have a look. I arrange for a couple of hours off at Moss Bros.

I’m up early on Saturday and arrive at Denmark Street at a quarter to eight to find a line-up of musicians three deep, stretching over a hundred yards along the pavement. And this early in the morning that’s not an attractive sight. Oh well, in for a penny. I join the line.

The chap in front of me looks like one of the Three Musketeers (a lesser one but by definition it’s a small club): skinny and slight of frame, sporting shoulder-length auburn hair parted in the middle, a pointy goatee attempt and a twirled moustache. We start to chat and establish a surprisingly immediate rapport. He’s Irish, from Dublin and he’s a guitarist. He says he has been in London for a couple of years, playing in bands and such. His name is Eunan and he lives in Cricklewood.

The doors at Orange open and a mob scene erupts. A herd of fat women at a bake sale are better behaved than this bunch. Pushing, shoving, elbowing, swearing, and for what? For a load of rubbish, that’s what. Everything on sale appears to be broken. Speakers dangling from split cabinets, amplifiers dented beyond recognition.

What a gyp. Mostly what’s on offer seems to consist of dozens of cardboard boxes overflowing with old leads, tubes, plugs, assorted knobs, circuit boards and bits of unidentifiable plastic. I fight my way back out the door and head towards Shaftesbury Avenue. I’ll get a cup of tea and wait for Foyles to open. What a chronic waste of time.

Wonder what happened to the Irish guy?


IV

In the Moss Bros canteen, nursing my salesmen grievances and my recently napalmed nethers (the crabicide was a success), I notice a box on the wall, over which is the word ‘Suggestions’.

I write a suggestion.

I suggest that I be issued with a cricket bat to smash the salesmen in the teeth and teach them some manners.

Sincerely

Andrew Matheson

I pop it into the suggestion box.

My freedom of movement gradually returns and the day I no longer walk like John Wayne with a hernia I resume the audition process. It’s a Wednesday and I read for the tenth time last week’s Melody Maker, trying to spy that one ad I missed, the one that screams out at me, ‘Here we are.’ But none do.

It is getting depressing. Hungry and lonely are the predominant themes of the evenings I spend up in my tidy eyrie. The starkers lady across Ifield Road has not, to my knowledge, played a return engagement at her dressing table. I check every 15 minutes so I’m reasonably sure. I can’t plug in the AC-30 because of Dutchy and the other two down the hall, so I plink, plinkety, plink on my chipped blue Strat, hour after hour, trying, in vain, to forget my beautiful Vox Mark VI.

Morning: a glass of water, a cold bath and I’m off on the Tube to Covent Garden. Goolam is kind and gives me a cup of horrible tea from a flask he brings in every day. He hails from the island of Mauritius and is the first Muslim I have ever met. He sings:

This is my island in the sun

Given to me by an Englishman

The manager of the lower level of Moss Bros is a sour, humourless individual with a thousand crushed aspirations typed all over his grey face. He’s not mad about me and makes this obvious with looks, sneers, tuts and sighs every time we cross paths. So it must be killing him to have to track me down in my tucked-away little corner of chaos, and even worse to have to hand me an envelope with my name on it and a gold-embossed message in the top-left corner: From the desk of Harry Moss.

I know he is waiting for me to open it, and that the curiosity is gnawing away at him like a bowel maggot, so I just stand there looking down at the envelope, smiling and nodding. Finally, I stick it in my inner coat pocket. ‘Thank you,’ I say, and turn back to my tasks.

‘Hrrmph,’ he replies charmingly.

Later, in private, I open the envelope. Stark raving wonder of wonders, it is an invitation to take tea with Harry Moss tomorrow afternoon at three o’clock.

The next day I’m in a good mood. I’m famished, of course, but I feel fab. I’m in black velvet strides and a purple polo neck. Not even the idiot salesmen can get me down today.

Just before three o’clock I get in the lift and tell the operator to take me to the top floor.

A lady is waiting who ushers me in to the inner sanctum of the Moss Bros empire. And there he is, sitting behind his desk, white haired and about as dignified looking as a gentleman who isn’t my landlord can possibly get. Harry Moss, the great man himself, wearing an eye-popping suit and ascot. Wonder where he shops.

‘Do sit down, oh, and would you care for …?’ Harry indicates a food-laden cart the size of a hay-wagon being wheeled over to us by the lady who escorted me in. There are crustless sandwiches of at least a half-dozen varieties, the puffiest of pastries, silver pots of tea and coffee, the creamiest of creams, sugar-cube pyramids, cakes and crumpets and all manner of other unidentifiable edibles. It is all I can do to concentrate, mind my manners and stop myself from diving in like a fat boy at a county-fair pie-eating contest.

Harry sips tea while I tread the tightrope between gorging my starving self and being a polite, forelock-tugging employee.

‘So Andrew, I … I, um … received your suggestion yesterday.’

He distinctly raises an eyebrow when he says the word ‘suggestion’.

‘You did?’

‘Yes,’ says Harry. ‘Yes, it was brought to my attention and I must say it did give me quite a chuckle. I was most amused. Cricket bat?’ Here, he balls his right hand into a soft fist and allows himself a quiet, ‘Heh, heh, heh,’ into it.

What follows is a surprisingly comfortable and frank discussion of life deep in the depths of Moss Bros, and Harry Moss himself seems sincerely interested. After pouring us each a second cup of tea Harry poses a question.

‘So, tell me Andrew, if you don’t mind me asking. What is it you earn on, shall we say, a weekly basis here at Moss Bros?’

The manners. The manners in the marrow, the sheer born-in-the-bone politeness of that question. This man is the supreme being at Moss Bros. He has but to press a button and some minion will all too readily impart the information regarding precisely what pittance this lesser minion is earning. Harry Moss is no doubt already well aware of what I earn. And yet the status-conferring question.

‘Eleven pounds fifty a week, sir.’

‘Hmm. Well, let me just say that while I can’t, heh, heh, condone this cricket bat business, I do applaud your attitude’

‘Well, thank you, sir. I just …’

‘And so I thought I would authorise a rise to fifteen pounds per week, effective immediately. Would that suit?’

Would it suit? Would it ever. That’s a massive £3.50 increase and effective immediately, which means I get paid that sum tomorrow, Friday, payday.

Harry and I wrap things up with smiles and a handshake and I’m back in the lift, heading down but feeling up.

Walking home from Earls Court station, I stop in at Gandhi’s brother’s joint for a celebratory tin of spaghetti, some fish paste and a loaf of bread. A little further on I buy the Melody Maker. Money no longer being an object.

That night I am full of food and optimism. I read the Melody Maker, looking for that ad that screams. Then, oddly, one does jump out at me. It doesn’t exactly scream but it does raise its voice. It nags.

Violent, extrovert vocalist

Rock ’n’ roll band. Semi-pro?

Must be happy

Reasonable gear

01-427-1001

6.30pm

It says rock ’n’ roll but I’m suspicious. What do they mean ‘Semi-pro’? That’s a dreary sign. And, confusingly, they want a ‘happy’ ‘violent’ guy. Do I qualify as happy and violent? I don’t feel overly happy. And what constitutes ‘reasonable gear’?

I almost don’t call. On the Thursday night I don’t. On the Friday I don’t. But on the Saturday I read the ad again and gather a pocketful of 2-pence pieces. Standing in the phone box in Redcliffe Square, I dial the number, the receiver is picked up and I rock the coin right into the slot. I speak to a chap with the non-rock ’n’ roll name Tim. The band sounds promising, no whiff of Brylcreem at all really. He did mention that he once played with Screaming Lord Sutch, but I’m only dimly aware of what that means in musical terms. Tim says they auditioned some singers earlier that afternoon but none worked out.

The ‘reasonable gear’ they want me to have is a microphone, an amp and a couple of PA columns. I tell him about my Strat and AC-30, and he says a swap should be easy. Tim and his bass player are coming to Earls Court to see me Monday night. So that’s that, then. Maybe I’m on my way.

On Monday night Tim and his bass-player pal Roger arrive on schedule. Both are older than me by at least three or four years. Tim, the guitarist, is a rumpled sort, jeans and T-shirt, stocky build, mid-length hair, a bit thin on top. Roger is the complete opposite. Stylish in a dance-palace lad sort of way, thin, wearing a yellow-and-grey checked jacket with lapels like twin ironing boards pinned to his chest, black trousers with a crease that could slice bread, black shoes, serious platform soles. Dark shoulder-length hair, and he’s got a distinctly sardonic look wrapped around his boat. Looks-wise, he’s not a million miles removed from Bill Wyman.

We talk and they plug in the amp and check out the Stratocaster, sighting down the neck and yanking on the tremolo. Tim twiddles the knobs of the AC-30 like a safecracker, listening for hiss or buzz. None, as it happens. He nods his approval, plugs in the guitar and launches into a raunchy snarl of a 12-bar. After 30 seconds or so he stops, props the Strat against the amp and, sticking his chin out like a grizzled doorstop, he decrees, ‘Not bad, not bad.’ Which, oddly enough, is exactly what I am thinking about them.

An audition is set for Saturday.

Next day, I check out of Moss Bros early and take my Strat and AC-30 back to Macari’s. The man himself seems pleased as Punch to see me again and, one non-stop chatter-fest and two back-slaps later, the trade is made. I am now the proud possessor of an Electro-Voice amplifier, two scratched and scuffed speaker columns of suspicious pedigree, a mic stand and a Shure microphone. Well, sort of a Shure microphone. Shure-ish at least. Yeah, Shure.

Macari helps me carry the equipment out to the street, hails a cab and helps me load it in. As the taxi pulls away from the kerb he waves goodbye. That is such a cheery smile on his face.

Later in the evening, as if to cap off an eventful day, the lady on Ifield Road reappears, nude at her dressing table, brushing her hair. I watch for minute after minute until she turns quickly, looks up and catches me spying. I jump back, almost knocking over the speaker columns that now dominate the room. I’ve been caught in the act, exposed as a peeping Andrew.

Lights out, into bed. I lie there in the dark thinking about the naked lady, my upcoming audition, my ravaged though healing genitalia, and a grey swirl of other random thoughts and fears. Just before I fall asleep, it occurs to me.

At Macari’s my Mark VI was no longer hanging on the wall.


V

It’s Saturday. I’m excited and nervous but acting cool, riding in a blue Humber van. Tim has come to Earls Court to snag me and the gear and haul us to somewhere called Stanmore for the audition. The gear seems to have passed his inspection. Macari’s has caché. Tim is chatty and gruffly cordial, weaving expertly in and out of traffic, telling tales of Screaming Lord Sutch, and Jerry Lee Lewis, whom he also played with somewhere back down the line. As previously mentioned, I’m not a palaeontologist, but I try to hang in there with the details. Talk turns to the Stones and the Pretty Things. I don’t know much about the Pretty Things but I can hold my own with the Stones chat.

Truth be told, I have a positively encyclopaedic knowledge of all things related to British pop music from at least 9 February 1964 (Fabs/Sullivan Show) onwards. And who came before then, anyway? Cliff, Frank Ifield and Helen Shapiro? Come on. Ask me who the bass player is for the Dave Clark Five and I’ll spout out Rick Huxley. Ask me what was the third single released by the Yardbirds and I will tell you ‘For Your Love’, of course. Ask me if Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Tich are any good and I’ll say, ‘Of course not.’

It’s a 45-minute drive and we cover a variety of subjects. I ask about the ad.

‘So, did you have a lot of response?’

‘Yeah, a bit. Tried out a few last Saturday, mostly wankers.’

‘Well, I’ll give it a go.’

‘I know you will.’

Such assurance. What a boost. Maybe I can start to feel a little less nervous. Tim continues.

‘We got a call from a piano player.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ Who needs a piano player?’

‘Yeah, but I’ve lost his number, actually. Norwegian guy, called Gorvan or something. Maybe he’ll call back.’

‘Norwegian?’

‘Yeah, I know.’

Stanmore in Middlesex is Pinewood Studios beautiful. Leafy, cobbled in parts, picture-postcard perfect and the antithesis of anywhere any rock ’n’ roll band has ever rehearsed. The church hall, for it is a church hall, where the audition will be held, is just south of magical. Small, red-brick exterior, worn wooden floor, arched ceilings, spooky acoustics, small kitchen off the main room – I’ve never seen anywhere better to set up and plug in.

Tim and I lug in my gear. Roger is there and already set up. He says hi, sitting back in a chair reading Mayfair magazine. He doesn’t seem bothered about a thing in the world. His Fender Jazz bass leans against a wall. In the middle of the room is a Premier drum kit. Beside it, on his knees, is a stocky roadie fiddling with something underneath the ride cymbal. I am pleasantly surprised that they have a roadie.

We plonk down a column and Tim gestures toward the roadie. ‘Andrew, this is Nigel, our drummer. Nige, Andrew.’

Our drummer? Not a roadie? He’s got frizzy hair, his clothes are wrinkled, his jacket is tatty tweed with worn suede elbow patches. This is not a drummer; this is a geography teacher. Anyway, we set up, we plug in, we get ready – ready teddy to rock ’n’ roll. But what shall we start with? How about ‘Johnny B. Goode’? All right with me, mateys, because I’ve learned the lyrics. I grab the microphone and right away I’m deep down in Looziana.

We’re moving now. Against all odds, I’m having fun. Tim knows his way around a Fender Tele. Roger’s the shining star of this outfit. He plays fine, looks great and throws in a backing vocal every now and again. It’s rag-tag, but it’s all right.

But there’s something happening here. What it is is exactly clear.

The drummer is more than slightly off. Nigel’s timing is scattershot, his rolls and fills haphazard and unpredictable. And if they are out then the whole equation is iffy. And iffy is useless and useless won’t get you anywhere.

If you don’t have a drummer you have nothing. That’s gospel. That’s how important they are. Any other part of the band can be squidgy. The bass can wander, the guitar can be out of tune and time, the singer can wail away off-key, but if the drummer is on the money then the show rolls merrily along. It’s bad when they know this, of course, because then they quickly develop all the charm and modesty of Buddy Rich or Ginger Baker.

But that’s just the way it is.

On the Tube back to Earls Court I am positively aglow. Roger and Tim gave me the thumbs up. I’m in. But now to reshape this thing into what I want it to be. The pros are that it is an actual band, with a van, rehearsal facilities, rock ’n’ roll roots and Roger and Tim seem like good sorts.

The negs are, number one, the drummer, number two, the fact that only one guy looks what I would call right for my band – that’s Roger – and, number three, that we need one more musician. I know it’s nowhere near ‘my band’, but now I’m on the inside and, as everybody knows, that’s where all the best revolutions start.

A pattern develops. I work all week at Moss Bros. I rehearse Saturdays and Sundays in Stanmore. At nights during the week I write, read or skulk around with the lights off, trying to see the naked lady on Ifield Road.

When the church hall is unavailable the band decamps to a couple of other places for rehearsal. The first is a huge room in Brunel University that Nigel (a student, apparently, not a geography teacher) somehow finagled. He says this joint is famous for the most suicides of students per annum of any university in the UK. I’m not surprised. It has cold, concrete bunker aesthetics with all the elegance and style of a women’s prison in Murmansk.

Our rehearsals here are enough to send me suicidal, though. We grind through a torturous hour trying, for some reason, to wrestle ‘Morning Dew’ into submission, and spend another on the relentlessly plodding blues dreck of ‘Rock Me Baby’. This bunch have obviously been spinning the Truth LP by the Jeff Beck Group this last week. The lyrics are killing me. Take ‘Morning Dew’. Yeah? You’re walking in the morning dew? Right. You apparently heard a young girl cry. No kidding? What happened, then? Why is she crying? What’s the story? Nothing, there is no story, just this plodding, melody-deprived, monotonous drone.

Then there’s ‘Rock Me Baby’. The writer wants her to rock him, I get that. And the length of time he wants her to rock him for is, imaginatively, all night long.

Sheesh.

The blues. I just don’t get it. The repetition utterly baffles me. Why do they always repeat the first line? It drives me nuts – it’s eye-rollingly boring.

Afterwards, driving me back to the Tube at Harrow on the Hill, Tim sighs and says, ‘Too bad you don’t sing like Rod Stewart.’

It’s a long ride home.

The lads have a third rehearsal space. This one is frigid cool. Through some connection of Tim’s we get to rehearse at the Railway Hotel in Harrow. This being the venue made famous – fabulously famous – by the Who when Pete Townshend accidently stuck his guitar into the ceiling during a particularly flamboyant move, yanked it out and, for the first time ever, smashed it to smithereens in front of a frothing mod mob.

The room is a narrow rectangle, the stage a mere 10 inches off the floor, and there, above centre-stage, is a hole in the ceiling. Tim points to it. That’s the hole, he says.

Roger and I begin to develop a bit of an affinity. We go out for a pint or two. We crumble up hashish, stick a chunk on the end of a pin and take turns inhaling the junior dragon tails curling upward. He’s a japester and a quipster and delivers both in an arid, droll style that has me convulsing with laughter. He is a bachelor with sharp suits and a job at Boosey & Hawkes in North London, putting saxophones together. He drives a green Zephyr. He takes me under his wing. Back at his dad’s place in Hatch End he teaches me how to iron that lethal crease in my trousers. He takes me to clubs. And he’s always got flocks of girls around him. In his presence I feel a bit of a green zephyr myself. But I do all right.

I ask Tim, the de facto leader, What’s the name of our band? We don’t have
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