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There was a loud ‘ting’ as the boy pushed open the newsagent’s door. He surveyed the magazines on sale for a moment, then selected a copy of the New Musical Express. There was a photo of The Who, one of his favourite bands, on the cover. Before handing the magazine to the woman behind the counter he checked to see that it was the latest issue - 17th July 1976. 

‘I’ll take this one, please.’

She smiled down at him. ‘Hello, it must be the summer holidays again.’

She had not seen him since the previous summer, but the appealing face with its soulful brown eyes framed in bright, golden hair and the educated, southern English accent, marked him as someone she would not easily forget.

‘Yes. I go back to school on the twelfth of September.’

‘Not going home, then?’

The boy shrugged. ‘I’d rather be here. I like Edinburgh.’

He returned the smile while laying a pound note on the counter. The newsagent passed him the change and closed her till.

‘Thank you, Mrs Raeburn.’

‘So, where are you off to today?’

‘Princes Street Gardens. I thought I’d find a quiet spot and do a bit of practising.’ 

She glanced at the black guitar carry-bag slung over his back. 

‘How’s the guitar lessons going?’

‘Quite well, thanks. We’ve got a very good music department at school.’ 

‘Aye, well, you’ve chosen a good day for the gardens, too. It’ll be really warm in an hour or so but busy down there, I expect. Good to see you again. Enjoy your holiday.’

‘Thanks, Mrs. Raeburn. Nice to see you too.’

A customer who had been waiting behind him stepped up to the counter, newspaper in hand, as the boy closed the door.

‘That seemed like a very pleasant young man. I don’t think I’ve seen him before.’

‘Oh, he’s a lovely wee boy. Comes here every summer holiday, stays with his auntie, Mrs Donaldson, in one of those terraced houses off the Glenogle Road. He seems to be on his own today, though.’

‘Don’t his parents come with him, then?’

‘Not that I know of. I think they live away in the south somewhere but he doesn’t seem to spend much time at home. Anyway, I’ve never seen him with anyone except Mrs Donaldson. He’s always well-spoken and polite but he doesn’t give much away. Mind you, she doesn’t either.’ 

On his way down Frederick Street, the boy paused by the kerb for a moment as a couple of cars turned right across his path.

‘Hey, lookit  tha’ fuckin’ pansy.’

‘See, the pretty wee tart’s just had his hair done. He’ll be awa’ tae serenade his boyfriend for a shag noo.’ This was followed by guffawing laughter.

As he crossed the road, the object of their derision glanced around quickly to see where the voices had come from. Two scruffy-looking youths were leaning against the wall of a building around the corner of the road he had just passed. The stares they were directing at him seemed unaccountably antagonistic. Ignoring them but feeling quite uncomfortable, he increased his pace. At George Street he jogged across the road, dodging the slow-moving traffic negotiating the junction.  

He hadn’t spent the last six years at an all-boys boarding school without gaining an understanding of what those youths had deliberately said loud enough for him to hear, but he was puzzled and embarrassed about why. Was he unconsciously broadcasting some outward sign of the uncertain feelings that were beginning to trouble him? Or were they just having a laugh at his expense? Those stares had been almost malevolent. But what had he done to earn them?

Just before he reached Princes Street he took a quick look behind him but there was no sign of the two older boys. Crossing the road he entered the gardens by the Royal Scots Greys memorial then walked down the inclined pathway on to the wide main promenade, with its bench seating and kiosks, thronged with shoppers, local people and tourists. 

After a few minutes stroll in the direction of St. Cuthbert’s Kirkyard, he stepped off the promenade on to the sloping grassy area that leads down towards the base of the great rock on which the famous castle stands. He selected a comfortable spot well away from any of the other people relaxing in the park that morning, laid his carry-bag on the grass, and sat down in the shade with his back against the trunk of a tree, the magazine propped against his knees.

An hour or so later, turning his wrist to check the time, he was just thinking about visiting one of the promenade kiosks for a burger and coffee, when he noticed the two pairs of feet. He looked up to see the two scruffy youths standing over him.

‘Hey, queer boy, tha’s a nice watch. Give it here an’ I’ll wind it for ya.’

The older boy held out one hand as he reached into his pocket with the other, withdrew a flick-knife and snapped the blade open. ‘Now. Before I cut ya fuckin’ arm off and take it.’

‘Look, someone’s left a wee guitar lyin’ here,’ the shorter, stouter one of the youths sniggered. ‘Mebbe we better take this tae the Lost Property, know wha’ mean?’

Feeling frightened and vulnerable, the golden-haired boy got slowly to his feet keeping his back to the tree. He had no intention of parting with his watch, a good quality Rotary given to him by his aunt as an eleventh birthday present only six months previously. If they were going to steal his guitar there wasn’t much he could do to stop them, they were both much bigger and stronger than he was. But if they tried to take the watch he would run and shout for help.

Just as he tensed himself for flight, a dark-haired boy who looked to be about the same age and height as himself seemed to come barrelling out of nowhere. Turning and leaping as he ran, he cannoned his right shoulder into the taller youth’s chest so hard that his feet actually left the ground, sending him flying over backwards. He stamped his heel on the fingers holding the knife, retrieved the weapon, then kicked the youth hard in the face with the side of his foot as he struggled to get up. The other older boy dropped the guitar bag and began backing nervously away. As he turned to run, the smaller boy shot after him like a greyhound, kicking his feet from under him and sending him sprawling face-down on to the nearby tarmac path.

Shocked by this unexpected display of violence, the blond boy suddenly realised that people up on the busy promenade were looking in his direction, that two or three were moving towards him, one of them pointing and shouting something. He ran forward grabbing the dark-haired boy by the forearm, pulling him away from the youth who was rolling about on the ground yelling and trying to protect himself with his arms while the smaller boy kicked him again and again in the back, ribs and stomach.

‘Quick, there’s people coming! Come on!’

He snatched up his guitar carry bag. Together, the two younger boys dashed off along the path leading towards the east end of the gardens. After a few minutes, when it became apparent that no-one was chasing them, they slowed to a walk. ‘Do you think they’ll come after us?’

‘No. See, it's no’ much use bein’ soft wi’ scum like tha’. Do tha’ an’ they’ll come back at you, mebbe today, mebbe tomorrow. But you hurt them bad an’ they’ll leave you alone.’

The blond boy hesitated. He wasn’t sure if that explanation agreed with his personal philosophy, but there was a certain compelling, streetwise logic to it.

‘But they might go the police or something.’

The dark-haired boy laughed. ‘Wha’, them? They’d no’ talk tae a copper. See, them two bastards are known blaggers.’

‘Why did you do it?’

‘Do wha’?’

‘Help me.’

The dark-haired boy pulled the knife out of his pocket.

‘See this? It’s mine. They stole it from me coupla days ago. I wanted it back.’

‘Oh, I see. But I don’t understand why they picked on me in the first place. They started calling me names as I was coming down Frederick Street.’

‘Aye, that’s how it starts. They’re fuckin’ bastards. They always pick on kids who’re smaller’n them. They picked on you ‘cos they saw that.’ He pointed at the watch on the other boy’s wrist. ‘When you’re walkin’ aboot by yersel’ take it off an’ put it in ya pocket.’

The blond boy received this information with mixed feelings. He was relieved to know that his earlier misgivings were probably unfounded; shaken and disturbed by the violence so recently offered him, but grateful for his new friend’s intervention and advice. He suddenly remembered that he was hungry.

‘I was going to get myself something to eat before they showed up. Could I get you something too?’

‘Ha’ y’got some money, then?’

He nodded and smiled, perplexed by the look of astonishment on the other boy’s face.

'Yes, enough for two burgers and two coffees, anyway.’

Having obtained their refreshments, they found another quiet spot, sitting down side by side on a bench to eat. The dark-haired boy scoffed his burger in five large bites, chewing and swallowing hurriedly as though afraid someone might suddenly snatch it out of his hand. His baggy jeans and grubby white tee shirt seemed a size too big for him and there were holes in the sides of his worn, black canvas shoes. He took a swig of coffee from his plastic cup, belched, wiped his fingers on his tee shirt, then nodded at the guitar. 

'Can ya play tha’?’

In answer, the blond boy unzipped the carry-bag dropping it on the path at his feet, fished in his back pocket for a plectrum then began to sing Abba’s latest release ‘Fernando’, which was currently popular among his friends at school, accompanying himself quite adequately by strumming the chords. As he was singing, a middle-aged couple walking by stopped momentarily to listen. The man threw a 50p piece on to the guitar bag. Smiling and nodding approvingly, the couple walked on. Eyes wide, as though in shock, the scruffy boy looked at his new friend, down at the money, then back at his friend.

‘Hey, could y’teach me to play like tha’?’

The blond boy cocked his head slightly to one side and smiled as he considered. Despite the other boy’s shabby, street-urchin appearance, unkempt pudding-basin haircut and limited vocabulary, there was a hint of intelligence in those bright, deep-blue eyes that somehow implied there was more to him than outward impressions suggested. And the morning’s events showed that it might be a good idea to have a friend around who knew how to handle himself.

‘Well, I’m going to be here for the summer, so I expect I could give you a few basic lessons if you want. Um....what do I call you?’

‘Ma name’s Robbie. Robbie McLayne.’

The blond boy extended his right hand over the guitar.

‘Hi, Robbie. I’m Alex Richmond.  
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Robbie McLayne stuck his head around the door of the dingy, upstairs back room of the pub where Alex had spent the night.

‘Getcha pants on, richie-boy, we’re oota here.’ His soft, Scottish accent carried a tone of hushed, conspiratorial anxiety.

‘What’s up, Robs?’

Alex had been awake for a while and was beginning to feel hungry; but the welcome prospect that they were to be given breakfast before they left the premises slowly evaporated. His watch told him it was ten past eight in the morning.

‘Wha’ happened to that bloke who was givin’ ya shag-eye all night?’

Alex yawned and stretched. ‘He didn’t hang around after the gig. I think he was with someone else.’

‘Told ya he was a prat. Well, we’ve gottae go too. There’s a couple a’ blokes down in the bar asking questions. I heard ‘em as I came in the back way. I’ve got our stuff ready.’

Alex got up from the mattress on the floor that had served him as a bed, throwing aside the single blanket that had covered him. He was not completely undressed, because even though it was late July, the night had not been that warm. He quickly pulled on his blue jeans and brown suede loafers, grabbed up the duffel bag and stuffed his things into it. He much preferred a leisurely shower first thing in the mornings. To have to go out without even a chance to brush his teeth and hair made him feel disgustingly unwholesome; but in cases like this there wasn’t any choice.

Robbie had gone absent from the Corby hostel five days ago, and it was a long way from being the first time. He’d run away from every home they’d ever put him in, the sole exception being the three months he had spent in that young offenders institute. And, although the special unit at Corby was a great improvement on all of the places the authorities had previously placed him, he still had no intention of returning there until and unless he was quite ready to do so of his own accord. He had his own room and door key there now. Even if he were to be caught and sent back, he would not be held down and forcibly beaten, or worse, as he had been so many times in the past. But more than that, he did not want his best friend, or the landlord of the Nag’s Head who had given them the gig, to get into trouble on his behalf. 

They crept down the rickety, creaking back stairs as carefully as they could, pausing as they heard voices coming from the public bar at the front of the pub. They moved swiftly and noiselessly along the passage to the kitchen area, out of the back door and into a small yard where four greasy, overflowing dustbins stood among piled rubbish and scattered litter, and which gave on to a narrow alley. They hurried down the alleyway, turning left into the back street that lay beyond.

They didn’t run. Robbie occasionally turned around to walk backwards for a few steps to see if they were being followed, but there was no sign of pursuit.

‘Ha’ we got any cigs left?

‘Two or three. That’s the second pack this week and it's only Tuesday. You’re smoking too much.’

Robbie didn’t offer any argument. As their friendship had developed over the five years since they first met in Princes Street Gardens, Alex had learned two things about his friend. Robbie had something of a contradictory character, and in certain circumstances, a very short fuse. He seemed to like it when Alex took an interest in his welfare, even if that involved a rebuke. But if anyone else reprimanded or threatened him they would be risking a punch in the mouth.
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In the public bar of the Nag’s Head, two men wearing dark blue suits leaned against the counter and decided on a last try.

‘So you don’t know where they are, then?’

‘It's like I told you,’ the landlord replied, ‘they didn’t say where they were going.’

‘We assure you they’re not in any trouble and neither are you. We know they’re only about sixteen, but we're not concerned with legalities. My colleague and I have been trying to track them down for weeks. A big name in the music business is prepared to offer them a recording contract.’

‘Sorry, gents, I really wish I could help you ‘cos those two lads deserve a break. They’re the best act I’ve had in this pub in years. How they can do what they do at their age I just don’t know, but they’re bloody good and my customers love ‘em.’

‘We're aware of that. Do you know where they come from?’

‘Look, mate, bands come in here asking for gigs all the time. If you like the look of them, and you have a spot free, you give them a try. You agree a programme and a price. They do the gig; they get paid. You don’t ask for addresses or national insurance numbers.’

‘Any idea where they were going?’

The landlord shrugged. ‘They’re wanderers, those two. They do a gig here and there and then they move on. They could be anywhere by now. But I’ll tell you what, I’d be very pleased to see them if they came back.’

A few minutes after the men had departed, he nipped up the back stairs to check out the makeshift bedroom he had placed at the boys’ disposal. He wanted to ask them about the two men in the bar, but he wasn’t the least bit surprised to find them gone. Despite what the men had said, and the fact that he would dearly have liked to believe them, he wasn’t at all convinced that they were genuine. There was something about them that just wasn’t right.

He glanced briefly out of the window at the back yard below and smiled to himself as he whispered, ‘Good luck, lads.’
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Alex slung his guitar bag over his back by the carrying strap and, still walking, pulled open the top of the duffel bag to produce a pack of cigarettes. He took one from the box, gave it to Robbie, then put the box back in the bag.

They stopped for a moment while Robbie drew a box of matches from the pocket of his jeans and lit the cigarette. Alex carried the Strat while he smoked it.

‘Well, we got fifteen quid for last night, so we’ll buy some more when we see a cig shop.’

Fifteen pounds for the gig wasn’t bad, considering they had been given supper during a half-hour break, a couple of free pints of lager each and a place to sleep, although Robbie hadn’t shared that with his friend. He had disappeared with a girl when the gig had ended and had most likely spent the night with her. Alex didn’t ask, because that had become fairly routine during the previous summer. He always turned up again bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in the morning.

Robbie was a staggeringly good-looking boy. The wonder of it was not so much that he picked girls up more easily than head lice in a crowded school room, but that he didn’t have to actually beat them off with a stick. It was the same innate attractiveness that had been a factor in much of the abuse he had suffered. The ‘friends’ of the care home warden had an especial liking for pretty little boys, and there were never many born who were as pretty as Robbie had been at eight or nine years old.

They had reasoned many times that it wasn’t a good idea to spend the night on the same premises as they had played in, because it meant being too long in one location; and they always had to allow for the fact that Robbie was usually absent without leave from wherever he was supposed to be. But a good place to sleep when they were on the road was always welcome, sometimes hard to find, and sometimes more so for Alex than it was for Robbie.

There was a newsagent-cum-general store on the corner of the next road. They stopped outside it, putting their gear down against the wall under the display window. They had a system worked out for use in small shops, because they had discovered that there were bargains to be had if the approach was right, and any opportunity to augment the small amount of money they usually had was not to be casually passed up on. It was a system at which Robbie was the more successful, and not only because of his far more confident technique.

They would begin by pretending to study the notices and small ads in the shop window, while trying to see who was behind the counter and if that person seemed to be alone. If the shop assistant was male Alex would go in; if female, then Robbie would do it because it always worked best when one of them was alone in the shop with the assistant. It didn’t work so well if they both went in, and not at all in larger shops with lots of people around.

The young man behind the counter looked about eighteen years old, and quite appealing, with the same thick, jet-black hair as Robbie had, and that Alex had always found so attractive. True, he didn’t have the Scottish boy’s almost hypnotic, astonishingly bright blue eyes or his engaging, white-toothed smile but then, nor did anyone else he had ever met. He kept the duffel bag on his shoulder as he entered the shop. He asked for twenty cigarettes, paid for them and put the change away.

‘Any bargains going?’

‘What sort of thing are you looking for?’

Alex ran his fingers backwards through his mane of luxuriant golden hair, tossed his head and gave his best ‘come on’ smile.

‘Oh, something different and exciting would be nice.’ 

The young man hesitated for a moment and then he returned the smile.

Outside in the street, Robbie leaned his back against the display window, minding their gear and finishing his cigarette while listening intently for any signs of trouble in the shop. He was well aware that Alex was at more of a risk that he was himself when he took his turn at ‘bargain hunting’, and he was more than ready to intervene. There was a sudden bang as something hit the shop door from the inside and Alex came hurrying out.

‘Wha’ happened?’

‘He asked me to come back later when the shop was closing and when I said I couldn’t because we were moving on he got a bit upset. When I went to open the shop door he called me a fucking prick teaser and threw a tin of beans at me.’

‘Large or small?’

‘Small.’

‘Stingy wee bastard. I’ve a mind tae go back an’ teach him some manners.’

Alex knew only too well that Robbie was more than capable of doing just that. Although he was three months younger than his fair-haired friend, he was an inch or so taller, a bit heavier and more muscular in a wiry sort of way. It would not have been the first time that the antagonistic Scot had mashed someone whose attentions had been unwelcome or insulting to his friend. Robbie McLayne was a boy who had not so much grown up as fought his way up, and who had appointed himself Alex’s protector on the day they first met. But Alex felt that it would be a much better result if they just walked away. He took his friend gently by the upper arm.

‘No, leave it, Robs. I’m hungry, let’s go find a cafe.’

‘Did ya pick the tin up?’

‘It's in my bag.’

They hefted their gear and walked off down the street.

Shortly after that they found an early-opening workman’s cafe with a reasonably clean toilet at the rear, where Alex was able have a quick wash and spend a few minutes brushing his hair and teeth. When he returned to their chosen table there were two plates of egg, bacon, sausage and fried bread on it.

‘We’ll have to go back soon, Robs, I need a bath and a change of clothes.’

They had been in this situation many times before. During every school holiday they would be off on the road busking, or finding casual gigs. After a few days Robbie would return to the hostel where he now lived, while Alex would go to his parents’ house on a private estate just outside Market Harborough. Then, a couple of days later, they would meet up again at the bus station in Corby, and go back on the road. But this time, it was different. This time they hadn't intended to back at all.

Alex had figured they would be able to afford to stay a night or two in a boarding house or B & B now and then, where they would have access to a washing machine. He still had not touched the thirty pounds he had brought with him, which would be more than enough to buy a few items of extra clothing for them both, but he had learned that self-reliance is well served by prudence; that there was no way of knowing how much they might earn, and that their stomachs came top of the list of claimants for what little money they had. 

Robbie sighed. ‘I suppose I’ll have tae go back tae the hostel then. Still, it’s no' so bad there. I’ll get ma’ bollocks chewed off again, but wha’ the fuck.’

‘No, you won’t have to do that this time. You can stay at my parent's house for a day or two if you like. They always go away in the summer.’

‘Will that be ok?’

‘They won’t know about it, will they.’ It wasn’t a question.

‘Sounds good tae me.’

‘We’ll go back tomorrow then.’

The next small shop they found was another general store. This time there was a rather eye-catching brunette behind the counter. She was wearing a pleated tartan mini-skirt and black knee-length boots and she had very good legs. Robbie widened his eyes and raised his brows. It wasn’t necessary to say anything. He took the matches from his pocket and gave them to Alex.

Robbie particularly liked Jaffa cakes. As he walked into the shop he had a quick look around for some on the shelves and display racks. He couldn’t see any, but then again he might just have missed them, so it would be the usual gamble.

‘Can I help you?’ said the girl behind the counter. Could she ever! 

Robbie put his hands on the edge of the counter and leaned forward a little, locking his gaze with hers and smiling. His voice slowed to a smooth, lazy drawl.

‘Do ya have any o’ those Jaffa cakey things, y’know, wi’ the orangey bit in the middle?’ Anyone would have to admit that as a chat-up line it was pretty original but the truth was that, more often than not, he didn’t really need one anyway. He knew exactly what he was doing.

For a moment he didn’t think she was going to answer but then she said, ‘Hey, it was you in the Nag’s Head last night. I saw you and your mate playing there. I thought you were really good.’ She was a fan: this job was gift-wrapped already. She was giving him an open-mouthed smile and her pupils had dilated. ‘Um, I...we did have some over there but maybe we’ve run out.’

‘Do ya think there might be some in the storeroom?’

‘There might be, I’ll just go and check. I won’t be a minute or two.’

‘I could give ya a hand if ya like. Tae find them, I mean.’

‘I’m just minding the store for my uncle. He’ll be back soon.’

‘It won’t take very long.’

It was Alex’s turn to lean against the window and wait. He took a cigarette from the new pack and lit it. Smoking was probably the only thing he had picked up from Robbie, and he did not indulge very often, but it had never really occurred to him how much more than that Robbie had learned from him.

A man in a dark blue van with the window down winked at him as he drove past and Alex returned it with a coy smile, but the van didn’t stop. He finished the cigarette and flicked the stub into the gutter. It was very nearly half an hour before Robbie came out of the shop.

‘What did you get?’

‘Pack o’ Jaffa cakes, two Kit Kats and a shag. Want one?’

Alex flashed a questioning sideways look at Robbie as they walked off.

‘Do I get a choice?’

Robbie furrowed his brow in mock seriousness. ‘O’ course y’do. Kit Kat or Jaffa cake?’ 

‘Did you use a johnny?’

‘I’ve run out.’

‘Already? You should have said. I’ve still got some in the bag.’ 

Alex wondered how long it had been since Robbie had run out of condoms. He did not raise the issue at that point, because he had grown tired of doing it. He had been trying to get through to his friend on the subjects of personal hygiene and birth control for ages. It had taken a whole summer of argument just to get him to use deodorant and hair spray.

Robbie had said, 'It’s a'right for you; but I don’t want tae smell like a fuckin’ poofter, do I?' Alex had countered with ‘It's not a question of smelling like a poofter, Robs, it's a question of not smelling like a blocked shit-house drain.'

He had not said it in an angry way. Alex almost never raised his voice either in anger or irritation. He always coupled a ready smile with a gentle, good-natured, logical persuasion because that was how his tutors had taught him. It was soon after Robbie had reluctantly accepted Alex’s advice about body odour and hair spray that it was brought home to him that girls actually liked boys to smell nice and look smart, because that was when he lost his virginity. He was thirteen, the girl in question had been two years older, and he had simply never looked back.

He developed a much closer interest in Alex’s opinions after that, but he had been unconsciously absorbing, if not actually implementing, Alex’s standards, values and way of looking at life for the previous five summers.

Alex had this aura of confident worldliness about him. He knew things about places and people; about art and books and history. It was Alex who had shown the resident boy some of the more interesting things about his own city: the famous castle, Holyrood Palace, the museums and galleries and the monuments and statues of Princes Street Gardens where they used to spend much of their time. It began to dawn on Robbie that people reacted well to Alex because of that confident air, and because he was unfailingly polite and courteous.

And Alex knew about music and how to play the guitar and piano. What a revelation that had been! Music! Being able to make it himself! It had turned him inside out and upside down. The realisation that he, Robbie McLayne orphan and street-urchin, had a gift - a breath-taking natural ability with the guitar! It had changed everything, absolutely everything. He began to understand that life didn’t have to be the way it had been for him.

He started to make comparisons; to recognise the limitations that his own shockingly substandard education had imposed on him. He began to see that there was a whole different world out there, a world far removed from the grubby, seedy menace, the undeserved and wholly unjust circumstances of his own miserable existence, a world where open-faced friendliness and a kind word were the norm, where viciousness and casual brutality did not, could not, rule. And that this clever, golden-haired, knowledgeable, posh, gay boy was the door.

As that understanding grew so did his sense of self-respect, while his in-bred, childhood-long sense of fear, helplessness and despair began to recede, and a deep-seated, bitter and terrible anger came seeping slowly up through his consciousness to replace it.
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​​​Chapter 2:  Simon and Sam
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It had been an unusually fine, warm day in March that same year, with only a wisp of cloud high up in a blue sky. The ‘Terrace by the Thames’ restaurant, on the south-bank promenade below the Festival Hall, was busy that afternoon but Mario would always find a table for Simon even if it meant a little re-arranging of the existing tables. Setting out an additional one was something that Mario’s practised, professional waiters could accomplish  almost in the bat of an eyelid while holding a loaded tray aloft with one hand. But there was no need for such acrobatical logistics on this occasion because Mario had reserved the two-seater table Simon had asked for the previous day, shaded by an expansive umbrella in a discreet corner of the al fresco dining area and to which the restaurant’s proprietor led the two diners personally.

They exchanged pleasantries with Mario while he handed out the lunch menu du jour and wine list, waited while they chose a flavoursome, chilled rosé and then wafted busily away as they studied their menus. The up-and-coming freelance photographer and her songwriter escort were the sort of regulars that he was always more than pleased to see. The wine arrived almost instantly as if by magic and Samantha helped herself to a full glass. She took a long swallow, set the glass down, and lit a cigarette. Simon poured for himself.

‘Oooh, I could just about murder a decent lunch. A girl gets starved running around snapping high society and waspy models from dawn till dusk without even a five minute break for a ciggy and a pint of bitter.’

Simon didn’t look up from the menu spread out on the table in front of him, and only the tiniest twitch in his face muscles hinted at the smile he was fighting to suppress. 

‘You’re putting on weight, Sam, and your bra straps need tightening.’

‘Up your arse, Jennison.’

He didn’t need to peep around the menu she was holding up and pretending to study intently to know that she would be doing much the same thing as he was.

‘Bloody hell, Sam, these prices have gone up a bit lately. I wonder if Mario could do beans on toast?’ 

Samantha lowered her menu, shooting a Cheshire Cat smile at him.

‘Of course, darling. It's always gratifying to discover your lunch date’s a tight-wad cheese-parer, 'she waggled the stem of her already empty wine glass between the fingers of her right hand, ‘who wouldn’t object to having the jagged stem of this glass artistically arranged in his left nostril. I think I’ll go for the mixed seafood pasta and a slice of lemon cheesecake with a large dollop of healthy, outdoor cream for pud.’

Simon thought that a good choice but decided on the monkfish tortellini followed by fresh strawberries.

To the casual observer they might have seemed the ideal couple: young, attractive, in chatty good humour, and obviously pleased to be in each other’s company. They shared the same basic physical characteristics of dark hair and eyes, medium height, and lean, narrow-waisted, athletic build. Samantha leaned across the table, touching Simon’s forearm with gentle fingers.

‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. About you being a tight-wad, I mean. You know exactly what I think of you. You’re a very talented and generous, drop-dead gorgeous bloke. So, why don’t you tell me what this is all about?’

‘There’s something I want to bounce off you, Sam. Something I’ve been thinking about for a while now and I need someone wiser than me to tell me it sounds like a good idea or I should go stick my head in a bucket of cold water.’

‘Is it a new boyfriend, Simon? If it is, it's about bloody time. I understand why you feel so badly about Stuart but, to be honest, I never could see why you took up with him in the first place.’

Simon shrugged. ‘You know me better than anyone, Sam. I’ve always had a weakness for blond and I like cute.’

‘Yes, but you like serious too, and he certainly wasn’t that. Look, Sy, if I’m going to be honest with you, I’d have to say he was a bit of a twat, and that it was being a twat that got him killed. It's been two years now. Don’t you think it's time you started to put it all behind you?’

‘I feel responsible.’

‘I know that, Simon, and everyone else who knows you knows it. Whenever something goes wrong in your life you always blame yourself. But you aren’t responsible for Stuart’s death and everyone but you knows that too. If you want my opinion, you’re wasting your best years. A bloke as good-looking and talented as you could have just about anyone he wanted.’

‘Maybe the bloke looks around and just doesn’t see anyone to want, though. I’m not interested in quick shags and one-night stands. I’m looking for something more permanent with someone who’s really right for me. No, it's nothing like that.’ 

She suppressed an urge to tell him that he should get out more.

‘What, then?’

‘Well, you know I’ve always had this yen to play in a band..’

Simon could give a more than creditable account of his musical skills, provided the audience was limited to about half a dozen friends at the most. But ask him to play in front of any larger group, especially if it was made up of people he didn’t know, and he would simply go to pieces. His hands would shake, his fingers would fumble and his brain would fog to the point where he could hardly think, let alone play. All attempts to overcome this impediment ended in either red-faced embarrassment or frustrated, piano-stool-kicking fury; and the harder he tried the more difficult it became. Samantha thought that maybe he was going to tell her he’d decided to have some sort of psychiatric treatment for his performance anxiety.

‘Have you been seeing a shrink, Sy?’ 

She always used the more empathetic diminutive when the matter in hand sounded serious.

‘I don’t think I’ve quite got to the ga-ga stage yet, but you might disagree in a moment. There may be another way around my problem that might easily give me even more satisfaction than being in the actual stage line-up.’

‘Tell me, do.’

‘Suppose I got a band together, not to play in, but to manage and write songs for? Then, I’d be as much a member of that band as the performers, but without having to appear on stage.’ 

Samantha didn’t need to think about it. A project like that would give his life purpose and help him to move on. She nodded enthusiastically. ‘Nice one. Chuck the bucket and go for it. What’s the line-up going to be?’

‘Well, I want to do some rock and foot movers and stuff like that; but I also want to try things like dreamy ballads with a bit of a beat, but with rich vocal harmonies, a more expansive sound and orchestral-style backing. So, it will have to be a five-piece at least; two guitars, keyboards - which would include a really good electric piano and a couple of synths - plus bassist and percussion.’

‘Can’t wait to hear it. Any ideas on who you might ask? Frankie Webber and Graham Fitch would fall over themselves to get in and that’s only two; there’s...’

‘An awful lot of work to be done before I get to that stage,’ Simon interjected,’ and no, the members of this band are all going to be people I haven’t met yet.’

‘Come again?’

‘Let’s finish this lovely food before it gets cold and then go for a walk.’

[image: image]

Afterwards, they strolled slowly along the south embankment towards St.Thomas Hospital and Westminster Bridge. 

‘You know I’ve often told you about my problem with presentation?’

‘Yes, you don’t always like the way other artists perform your work.’

‘It's not something I’ve any control over. When an artist takes a song from me the right to interpret it in his or her own style goes without saying. Sometimes I’m surprised by how much better they do it than I could have done. And it's not so much that any of them do it badly, either. It's more that they don’t do it the way I envisaged it being done, and then I feel let down and disappointed. Well, if I managed my own band I’d have a good deal of control over that too.’

‘And you’d make a bit more money than you do from just writing,’ added Sam, although she knew perfectly well that Simon didn’t do it for that reason. He wasn’t desperate for extra income any more than she was.

He'd had five of his songs at number one in the charts in the last two years plus quite a number of lesser, but still impressive, successes. It was getting to the stage now where Simon Jennison was becoming a “name” in the business, where quite well-known artists or their agents would ring him up to ask if he could write them a song; a situation that pleased him greatly, while not being what he really longed for at all. 

‘But why not use people you already know and whose abilities you’re already familiar with? Why not Frankie or Graham or, well, any of the great musicians you’ve met in the last few years?’

‘Because I’d have much the same sort of problems I already have with the artists I write for. Graham’s a great bassist and Frankie’s a fantastic keyboard player, but they have their own style, their own way of doing things, which I wouldn’t necessarily agree with. We’d argue. They’d want to go off in other directions and I’d have to compromise. I still wouldn’t get what I want. No, Sam, I want to do something that, so far as I know, has never been tried before. An area where success certainly wouldn’t be guaranteed, but if it came, might be the biggest thing the music business has seen in a long time. The thing is, I don’t know if what I want to do can be done. But the only way I’m ever going to find out is to try it and see.

'What I’d like to do is get out there and talent spot five youngsters who have outstanding musical, and maybe a little performing, ability but no experience, or very limited experience, of playing in a band. Then I could start from scratch with them like a blank sheet of manuscript, and teach them how to get the Jennison sound. Of course, they’d have to have the right kind of temperament. I wouldn’t want any prima donnas, troublemakers or kids with too many unresolved problems. They’d have to fit in together and work as a team.’

They walked along in silence while Sam did her best to digest it all. Maybe Simon was being a bit selfish in his outlook but, then again, maybe he wasn’t. If he could only do it he would simply play, sing, record and perform his own songs. But since he couldn’t do that, he wanted what he saw as being the next best thing. It wasn’t unreasonable when you looked at it like that. But would it work in practice?

She didn’t have any reservations about him working with young people. The fact that he was gay didn’t mean he didn’t have any morals. In fact, you could say that Simon set a rather high moralistic standard for himself , possibly too high for his own good, she sometimes thought. He wasn’t a predator, and you would simply never know he was gay at all unless you got to know him extremely well or he told you so himself: because he gave no outward sign. He was no more effeminate than the average man and not at all flamboyant. Although he certainly took care with his appearance, had taste and style when it came to things like clothes, liked to wear quality jeans that emphasised his slim hips, flat stomach and pert bottom, hetero males did all those things too - twenty-four-seven - and thank the Lord for small mercies!

‘What sort of age would they have to be, Simon?’

‘Sixteen would be the youngest acceptable, because I’d want to work with them full-time and under-sixteens would still be at school. So sixteen to eighteen or nineteen, I think. Of course, their parents would have to understand what I want to do and they’d have to agree to it. I’d have a standard consent form for that.’

‘Do they have to be boys?’

‘No, I suppose not. But name one all-girl or mixed sex band in the top twenty. I’m not saying girls don’t have talent, there’s some brilliant female solo performers in the charts. No, it’s more that the sort of talent boy bands have is popular right now. It’s not intentionally sexist, Sam, it's fan-driven. If you want to make it big-time, you give people what they’ll pay for.’

‘Ok, so where would you find these boys?’

‘Oh, church halls, final-year school concerts, youth clubs, practice rooms, music shops, places like that.’

‘That’s going to mean a heck of a lot of travelling around isn’t it? How many years do you intend to devote to that part of your scheme?’

‘I’d start by using the contacts I already have in the business. I know a lot of musicians and a few music journos. They might know youngsters who might be suitable, or they might be able to suggest venues to explore. People will know people who know people. Maybe I’ll get lucky. Besides, there’s a lot of other things that'll take time too and the recruitment can be done simultaneously with some of the others. I realise that part of it’s going to be a problem; and it sure won’t be the only one. I don’t see any other way though: it's got to be low-key. If I advertise in any of the national mags like NME I’m going to get about sixty thousand hopeful youngsters besieging my apartment door. Maybe, just maybe, a little local advertising in selected areas might work as a last resort. I’ll think about that.’

‘You won’t get besieged if you don’t give out your address. You could use a PO box number.’

‘That’s true. So let’s say sixty thousand pleading letters and demo tapes to wade through. And even that won’t fit the bill because I’d still need to interview and audition a good number of them. No, it would be far better to meet them and their families, for the first time, on their home turf and do it all in one go.’

‘Ok, let’s say you’ve found the boys you want. From what you say, they might live just about anywhere in the UK. How will you get them together to practice?’

‘In some ways that’s the easy part. I’d find a suitable place where they could live and work together four or five days a week. The other days they could go home to their families or, at least, at first they could. Later, if things worked out and we started gigging big time or touring, say, they might be away for longer.’

‘That means you’d have to be responsible for them, look after them, feed them, keep them out of trouble and wash their socks.’

‘Which, from their point of view, Sam, and that of their families, isn’t very much different to sending them away to college, or on a residential training course, or an apprenticeship. Anyway, I’ve thought a lot about all that and I have a few ideas. I don’t propose to do this entirely by myself.’

‘Does that mean, darling, that you have a need for me in your life after all?’

‘Yes and no. I don’t want to drag you away from your own career, not when you’re just beginning to make a name for yourself. But if you could spare a day or two here and there to come with me on my forays into unknown territory you might be very useful.’

‘How so? I don’t know anything about the music business.’

‘No, but teenage boys tend to look at you and drool. Now, the way they behave in your presence might just help us to separate the more serious ones from the idiots, the young men from the boys, if you see what I mean. But more importantly, the truth is that where I’ve got a smidge of musical talent, you’ve got the insight and intuitive feeling that makes you such a good snapper. I’d value your opinion, Sam, and that’s a fact.’

‘Well now, what can I say after an accolade like that? I’ll help if I can, but promise me something.’

‘Anything.’

‘Go and talk your ideas over with Harry Kreutzmann.’

‘Harry? Do you think he’d be interested?’

‘Do you know, I think he would. He’s an ace in the business and financial world; he thinks a heck of a lot of you and he has three kids which means he probably has more than a passing acquaintance with modern music. Which reminds me, I saw Katie last week and she asked when you were going round to see their new house. They’ve missed you, I think. Well, Katie has and you know how she dotes on you. Plus, the kudos of being able to call you Uncle Simon doesn’t do the kids’ street-cred any harm. At the very least, Harry’s got a sense of humour - he proposed to me once, remember?’

‘You shouldn’t denigrate yourself like that, Sam. That’s my job and I do it so much better than you.’

She play-slapped him on the side of his face. 

‘Yes, I remember, and he married Katie instead. I never did understand why you turned him down, he’s one of the richest and most successful men I’ve ever met. And then you dived into marriage with that bloody wife-beating piss artist.’

‘Don't go there, Simon, you know it's still a raw subject. Maybe the girl looks around and doesn’t see anyone to trust. I'm hardly the only one with that problem, am I?’

She raised her hand to slap him again, but he caught her wrist gently.

‘Ouch, touché and I surrender. I’ll go and see Harry.’
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